The Bridge
Volume 38
Number 2 2015

Article 12

2015

Full Issue

Follow this and additional works at: https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/thebridge
Part of the European History Commons, European Languages and Societies Commons, and the
Regional Sociology Commons

Recommended Citation
(2015) "Full Issue," The Bridge: Vol. 38 : No. 2 , Article 12.
Available at: https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/thebridge/vol38/iss2/12

This Full Issue is brought to you for free and open access by BYU ScholarsArchive. It has been accepted for
inclusion in The Bridge by an authorized editor of BYU ScholarsArchive. For more information, please contact
scholarsarchive@byu.edu, ellen_amatangelo@byu.edu.

THE

Bridge
Volume 38 • Number 2 • 2015

Journal of the Danish American Heritage Society

1

2

Danish American Heritage Society
925 NE 15th Street
Salem, OR 97301
Phone 612-724-1814
www.danishheritage.org
Executive Board
John Mark Nielsen, President
Timothy Jensen, Vice-President
Sheri Kleinwort Muller, Secretary
Joel Mortensen, Treasurer
Julie K. Allen
Robert Christiansen
Christie Jensen Gehringer
Julianne Haahr
James Iversen
Dan Mikel
Lynette Rasmussen
Linda Steﬀensen
Inquiries concerning membership in the Society should be sent to:
DAHS c/o Joel Mortensen, 5115 28th Ave S, Minneapolis, MN 55417,
e-mail: morte007@umn.edu
Inquiries concerning back issues of The Bridge should be sent to
Sheri Muller, Grand View University Library, 1350 Morton Ave, Des
Moines, IA 50136, e-mail: smuller@grandview.edu
Books for review in The Bridge should be sent directly to our
editor, Julie K. Allen, Dept. of Scandinavian Studies, University
of Wisconsin–Madison, 1302 Van Hise Hall, 1220 Linden Drive,
Madison, WI 53706. Email: jkallen@wisc.edu
THE BRIDGE is a semi-annual publication of the Danish American
Heritage Society. The Bridge contains articles, book reviews, and
review essays dealing with all aspects of the Danish experience in
North America.
© 2015, Danish American Heritage Society
Salem, Oregon (ISSN 0741-1200)
3

4

Submission Guidelines for The Bridge
The Bridge: Journal of the Danish American Heritage Society appears twice
a year and contains articles and book reviews dealing with all aspects
of Danish and Danish-American culture, literature, and history,
particularly the Danish experience in North America. Manuscripts
can be more scholarly or more popular in style, but all articles should
demonstrate critical reflection and responsible scholarly practice.
Past issues of The Bridge have also contained Danish-American
memoirs, essays, short stories, collections of letters, and historical
documents. Book reviews and review essays in The Bridge deal with
Danish life and history and the broader Scandinavian experience in
North America as well as the Danish-American experience. The Bridge
occasionally reprints previously published material.
Manuscript submissions should conform to the Chicago Manual of
Style. Please submit an electronic version of the manuscript as an
attachment via email in MS Word or Open Oﬃce, with illustrations in
a separate file, to Julie K. Allen, Editor of The Bridge, at jkallen@wisc.
edu. It is the author’s responsibility to obtain permission to publish
any illustrations included in an article. Please include a brief, 50-100word author’s biography suitable for the journal’s “Contributors to
This Issue” section.
All manuscripts are reviewed by the Editor in consultation with the
Associate Editor. However, there is an option to have manuscripts
peer-reviewed. Authors who want to have their articles subject to
double-blind peer review should indicate this in their cover letter to
the Editor. Accepted peer-reviewed articles will be identified as such
in the published issue of The Bridge in which they appear.
Julie K. Allen
Dept. of Scandinavian Studies
University of Wisconsin–Madison
1302 Van Hise Hall
1220 Linden Drive
Madison, WI 53706
jkallen@wisc.edu

Julianne Haahr
278G Memorial Library
University of Wisconsin-Madison
728 State Street
Madison, WI 53706-1494
jehaahr@uwalumni.com

5

Editorial Statement
Global migration is a complex, highly sensitive issue that has
been intimately connected with Danish culture and society for much
of the last two centuries. Beginning in the mid-nineteenth century,
hundreds of thousands of Danes decided to try their luck out in the
wide world, settling in Australia, New Zealand, Argentina, and the
United States, among other places. The Danish American Heritage
Society was founded to understand and celebrate the experiences
and contributions of the more than 300,000 of those Danes who came
to America. While the waves of mass emigration from Denmark
slackened in the early twentieth century, migration did not cease,
nor did its influence on both Denmark and other places vanish. This
issue highlights diﬀerent but complementary cases of migration
that illuminate less-familiar aspects of Denmark’s involvement in
the phenomenon of global mobility in the twentieth century. The
first article in this issue, by Danish PhD student Pernille Østergaard
Hansen, describes and analyzes the profound impact of Danish
immigrants on the cultural norms and social history of the Danish
West Indies/U.S. Virgin Islands, particularly after the islands were
sold to the United States in 1917.
After World War II, out-migration from Denmark continued,
at a much slower pace than in the nineteenth century, but was soon
eclipsed by the in-migration of workers and refugees to Denmark
from Poland, Turkey, Iraq, Iran, Pakistan, and many other places.
Today, approximately eight percent of Denmark’s population, roughly
500,000 people, are first-generation immigrants. Much of the press
coverage and political discourse concerning immigration to Denmark
and the situation of “nydanskere” (new Danes) tends to be negative
and/or generalized, ignoring the specificity of each immigrant’s
experiences and the emotional turmoil involved in becoming part of
a new culture.
The second article in this issue is Kristi Planck Johnson’s translation
of Meryem Sert’s pioneering 1987 memoir, Pige i to verdener (A Girl
in Two Worlds), which is being published here for the first time in
English. “A Girl in Two Worlds” describes the author’s journey as a
young girl from a small Kurdish town in Turkey to Denmark and her
experiences growing up in Denmark as an immigrant, at a time when
this was far from common. Meryem wrote this book when she was only
6

fifteen years old. Since much has changed in her life and in the world
since then, we are delighted that Meryem has added an addendum to
the original book for this publication, in which she brings the reader
up to the present and describes how she has continued to develop
her identity as a Kurdish Dane, a child of two cultures and co-creator
of a third, hybrid one. Meryem’s experiences have much in common
with those of Danish Americans, who have similarly negotiated their
own cultural identities over the past hundred and sixty years by
combining elements of Danish and American culture in productive
and wonderful ways. The third article in this issue, a selection of
four poems by the Danish-American poet Finn Bille, explores related
questions of identity, belonging, heritage, and memory in hauntingly
lyrical form.
The book reviews in this issue also address the question of
migration, particularly to North America, in thought-provoking,
interconnected ways. Jennifer Attebery introduces us to the valuable
and extensive collection of letters written and preserved by the
Christian and Anna Nielsen family on the Harriman-Nielsen farm
in Franklin County, Iowa. Anna Rue examines Orm Øverland’s latest
volume of Norwegian American letters, while Inger Olsen oﬀers us a
glimpse of Petie Kladstrup’s fascinating story about her own Danish
American family history and the white dove that has visited her
family members in times of sorrow and loss.
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Traveling the Distance:
Danish “Empire Migration”
to the U.S. Virgin Islands
by Pernille Østergaard Hansen
In 1917, Denmark sold its Caribbean colonies—known at the time
as the Danish West Indies—to the United States and thus made its final,
oﬃcial break with the islands of St. Thomas, St. Croix, and St. John. The
transfer of the islands to the United States involved a juxtaposition of
both rupture and continuity, however. Although the year 1917 marked
a significant decline in Danish colonial rule, “new imperial” ideas and
practices continued without interruption. Moreover, the transfer did
not break Danish ties to the former colony. Several Danes stayed on
and continued their island lives, while other Danes chose to migrate to
islands after 1917.1 In common for all of these was the general feeling
among Danes that there was a bond between Denmark and the islands,
that they were somehow connected. This was an “aﬀective” bond
grounded in the shared history and in a sort of postcolonial nostalgia,
but it was also characterized by a continued institutional connection
to the islands.2 Many of the Danes who arrived on the islands around
and after the transfer were men who worked for private companies
and institutions on the islands, and who often brought their families
with them. They were not formally tied to the (former) empire, but
could rather be understood as “empire migrants.”
The term “empire migration,” as British historian Robert Bickers
defines it, includes settlers and expatriates who are “strongly
interwoven into the fabric of the imperial experience,” even though
they are, or were, outside the colonial or military services.3 Historian
John Darwin adds to the argument by stating that even in this position,
these sailors, mechanics, engineers, hotelkeepers, clergymen, teachers,
doctors, nurses, merchants, etc. shaped the imperial presence with
their ideas and attitudes.4
In focusing on these Danish empire migrants, a white minority in
a former colony, this article situates itself within a new imperial history
trend, which explores white colonizers, settlers, or empire migrants.5
In doing this, I am recognizing the basic idea of critical whiteness
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studies that whiteness is a social construction, not unmarked or
neutral, but often structurally invisible.6
By choosing to travel across the Atlantic to live on the islands,
the migrants left their physical homes as well as their homeland,
and moved to a new place in which they had to make new homes,
both physically and in terms of belonging and identity. Therefore,
the concept of “home” is central. I explore home as more than just
a material place, but also as a process of establishing connections
and as feelings of belonging or intimacy. Borrowing the definition of
geographers Robin Dowling and Alison Blunt, I understand home
as “a place/site, a set of feelings/cultural meanings, and the relations
between the two.”7 Moreover, I understand “home” on multiple
levels—from physical households to nations and national belonging
to the Danish (imperial) feeling of being connected to the islands.8
By studying a former colony within a framework of imperialism,
this article explores the idea that imperial discourses and practices
were connected across empires, even involving non-empires. Such
a conception is linked to a newer research field, which seeks to
understand empire in global terms.9 I argue that this notion of
“connected empires” is valuable when exploring the (imagined)
imperial connections of the Danish migrants on the islands.10 This
is, however, with the crucial reservation that—in the words of
historian Cathrine Ladds—“examining the specific nature and precise
mechanisms of diﬀerent types of long-distance connections presents
a more fruitful approach to understanding the transnational forces
of empire than the catch-all concept of globalization.”11 Therefore, I
explore practices and personal narratives of the migrants in hopes of
capturing the specificity, as well as the layers and connections, of their
history.
A central contention here is that understanding the Danish
employees on the Virgin Islands as a type of “empire migrants” will
help us recognize their position in a still-existing imperial thought
system with all its related notions and institutions.12 Categorizing
the Danes as empire migrants, then, acknowledges the fact that the
Danes chose to travel to, and at least temporarily reside in, a trio of
Caribbean islands with which Denmark had a connection born out of
empire. When the oﬃcial empire ended in 1917, the flow of Danish
empire migrants, who physically reproduced the connection between
the spaces of Denmark and the Virgin Islands, continued. This body
14

of migrants consisted of both men, women, and children of all ages.
However, men were the driving force behind the act of migrating;
they were the ones who made the decision to go, and they embodied
a recruitment cycle to the islands.

Social gathering of Danes around 1929.
Source: Danish West Indian Society.

Echoes of Empire
Migrants do not travel empty-handed, either literally or
metaphorically. When Danish migrants moved to the Virgin Islands,
they brought physical luggage as well as notions of Danish colonialism,
racial categories, and West Indian life with them. Temporally, just a
few steps behind them was an imperial system with hierarchies of
power based in ideas of race and, increasingly, nationality. This very
recent past—as well as the general image of the Danish West Indies
“at home” in Denmark—was embedded in them, and it influenced
their perceptions of the islands. Thus, how the former colony was
perceived in the metropole—and how the role of Denmark as a colonial
power was articulated there—formed an essential part of the migrants
mental baggage as they set out on their journey. In the last decades of
Danish rule on the islands, conditions changed significantly.
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Throughout the years, the Danish West Indies had occasionally
been a valuable source of income for the Danish state, but they
were never considered a part of Denmark as such. The islands were
obtained for the sole purpose of making a profit, and as a result, they
were generally perceived and discussed in economic terms. Due to
this mind-set, very few local islanders learned to speak Danish and
the Danish oﬃcials on the islands were always a minority, even
among the white minority.13 When sugar beets were discovered
in Europe, sugar cane production on the islands, the key source of
income, declined. Thus, from the mid-1800s, the islands went from
being a colonial goldmine to creating deficits for the Danish state.14
The decline of the islands’ coincided with a new imperial discourse
that focused on moral and educational progress in the colonies, which
also emerged in other European empires.15
This new type of imperial thought in Europe generally went from
focusing on trade to conquering and civilizing new territories—and
colonizing Africa was a crucial part of this. The Danish state was not
involved in conquering African lands, but Danish interest in African
colonization was great, and many Danes took part in it, mainly as
mercenaries or seafarers. In fact, twenty percent of King Leopold’s
free corps in the Congo were Danes, while Danes also contributed
to German, British, and French imperialism in Africa.16 From the
1870s onward, Danish interest in “the civilizing mission,” mostly
in Africa, grew significantly, and translations of British writings
by imperial travelers such as Henry Morton Stanley and David
Livingstone were very popular.17 Meanwhile, between 1870 and 1944,
a handful of Danish authors, mainly women, established a Danish
colonial literature. Authors such as Signe Rink, Ingeborg Vollquartz,
and Lucie Hørlyk portrayed peoples and societies in the colonies of
Greenland and the West Indies, while Karen Blixen, who ran a farm
in Kenya, published the Danish version of her memoirs, the famous
novel Out of Africa, in 1936.18 Travel literature and colonial novels
were popular, and they did not just evoke a feeling of adventure, they
also underscored what Mary Louise Pratt calls a “moral fervor of the
European domination.”19 The imperial trope with its heroic discourses
of discovery and mastery of the “other landscape” was widespread in
Denmark at the time of the sale of the Danish West Indies.
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The Development Mission
In the years leading up to the sale of the islands, the growing
European interest in “civilizing” imperialism left its mark on
Denmark’s relationship to its West Indian colonies. There had been
debates about selling the islands to the United States since the 1840s—
the first negotiations took place in 1867 and then again in 1902—and as
the debate grew in Denmark in the late nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries, ideas about helping and developing the neglected islands
began to appear. When the latest attempt to sell the islands failed in
1902, the Danish state sent a commission to the islands. It returned
in 1903 with a long list of possible reforms and amendments, but the
state was reluctant to act.20 Instead, private initiatives set the agenda.
A group of prominent Danish businessmen thought the Danish
state had betrayed the islands, and that the Danish people needed
to be awakened to interest in the colonies.21 Thus, they founded the
association De Danske Atlanterhavsøer (The Danish Atlantic Islands)
to “promote the development of Denmark’s distantly placed parts
of the country,” improve general knowledge of these areas, and
to “strengthen the sense of community among the residents of the
kingdom.”22 From 1904 to 1919, the organization published the journal
Atlanten, in which they discussed issues concerning Greenland,
the Faeroe Islands, Iceland, and the Danish West Indies. De Danske
Atlanterhavsøer initiated several “development eﬀorts” on the islands
after 1902. With members of De Danske Atlanterhavsøer in front, a
plantation company by the name Plantageselskabet Dansk Vestindien
(The Plantation Company of the Danish West Indies) was set up to
re-establish abandoned plantations, create a “better and more rational
development of the agriculture,”23 and “promote the development
of a trustworthy and educated smallholder class.”24 The Plantation
Company bought several overgrown and unused plantations, mostly
on St. Croix, built housing for workers, and set up a farming school,
where boys aged nine to twelve were taught practical farming as
well as “reliability and order.”25 The Plantation Company produced
sugar, ran livestock, and experimented with diﬀerent crops. A main
idea behind the Plantation Company was to introduce “experienced
Danish farmers” and “Danish capital” into the islands’ agriculture.26
Correspondingly, Danes sought to develop the sugar industry
when, in 1903, the management of common sugar production on
17

G. Joensen at the mill machinery in Bethlehem Sugar Factory, 1916.
Source: The Danish National Archives.

St. Croix was taken over by Danish Sugar Factories Ltd. and a sugar
factory was built in the vicinity of Christiansted. St. Croix Sugar
Factory, as it was named, purchased a group of estates on the island
and set out to improve sugar production by building and running
sugar mills.27 The new factory was partly supported by the Danish
state, and partly owned by private shareholders.28 A prominent Dane
in the sugar industry, G.A. Hagemann, had bought Estate La Grange
in Frederiksted at the end of the nineteenth century, expanded the
plantation area significantly by buying neighboring estates, and built
a modern sugar factory. From 1920 onwards, the La Grange sugar
factory was administered by Danish Sugar Factories as well, sharing
managers, but with separate accounts.29 In 1923, the Danish state
pulled its backing, and parts of St. Croix Sugar Factory were sold to
a partnership of planters.30 However, the director of St. Croix Sugar
Factory, Jacob Lachmann, had personally bought Estate Bethlehem in
1903, and built a large central factory with an associated warehouse,
laboratory, carpenter shop, pumping plant, etc. When he died in 1909,
the West Indian Sugar Factory Ltd. was created from his estate and
it took over the factory and several additional plantations. The West
Indian Sugar Factory continued industrializing sugar production by
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constructing twelve miles of railway for transport of cane between the
many plantations and the central factory. But, despite the industrious
beginnings, production gradually went downhill, and, in 1930, the
factory declared bankruptcy and was shut down.31
At the very beginning of the century, however, there was an
optimistic attitude—at least among the contributors to Atlanten
and others who were involved in the development schemes on the
islands—and belief in the positive eﬀects of the coming Panama Canal,
for example, was great. The general rhetoric of the initiators focused on
getting up to speed and getting ready for the possible increase of traﬃc
to St. Thomas after completion of the canal.32 One of the prominent
members of De Danske Atlanterhavsøer, the founder of the East Asiatic
Company, H.N. Andersen, played a major role in enabling Danish
industry on the islands. In 1902 he declared that he would open up
a steamship line between St. Thomas and Copenhagen if the sale did
not go through. Thus, following the failed sale, the first version of the
West Indian Company was founded in 1902, but closed down in 1905.
As a result, the East Asiatic Company had already bought several
properties in St. Thomas and set up the shipping passage by 1912,
when a new version, the West Indian Company Ltd., was established.33
This company’s mission was to improve and expand the harbor in St.
Thomas, but it soon became engaged in both shipping and trading.34
In 1915 the company acquired a newly constructed power station in
Charlotte Amalie, and by 1917 the company was the biggest employer
on the islands.35 The West Indian Company built a loading dock for
coal and established warehouses, a water supply system, and later
replaced the coal cranes with oil tanks. It also owned a machine shop
on the docks and opened the first tourist shop, Maison Danoise, in
1936.36 From its beginning until the company left the island in 1993, it
owned a great part of the St. Thomas harbor and had immense eﬀect
on business life and industrialization on the islands.
Another initiative in the wake of the failed sale was the Danish
West Indian National Bank. In an attempt to revive the economy
on the islands, and doubtless to profit from what leading Danish
businessmen believed to be an up and coming economy, the bank
was founded in March 1904. Four Danish shareholder-banks and
the Danish National Bank joined forces to set up a bank that had
exclusive rights to issuance of banknotes. This Danish West Indian
National Bank became a focal point for leading businessmen and their
19

companies on the islands. The main oﬃce was in Charlotte Amalie
on St. Thomas, while two branches were opened in Frederiksted and
Christiansted on St. Croix. The bank was run by a bank committee in
Denmark and its concession ran for thirty years. 37
Parallel to the diﬀerent economic eﬀorts, initiatives were also set
up to “improve conditions for the population.”38 One of these was
the Lutheran society Den Vestindiske Kirkesag (The West Indian Church
Committee). It was set up in 1904, and it also published a journal
about West Indian church issues.39 The Committee generally sought
to ”provide a connection between parish life in the Motherland and
the small, poor churches out there.”40 Within this framework, the
Lutheran church on the islands organized voluntary parish councils,
educated parish workers, and arranged community care, including
a retirement home, from 1904 onwards.41 At the request of a Danish
priest on St. Croix, Danish Crown Princess Louise set up her own
Committee for Health- and Child Care in the West Indies in 1903. The
committee provided midwife services and children’s homes, where
Danish deaconesses and nurses took care of orphans and taught
child care to local mothers.42 Parallel to this, the Lutheran church
and locally based doctors experienced an increasing concern for the
lack of childcare and the high child mortality on the islands.43 As a
supplement to the children’s homes, Danish Red Cross nurses were
also sent to the islands to organize health care at the hospitals and
educate local nurses.44 Thus, through business schemes, as well as
social initiatives, “Mother Denmark” began to care for its Caribbean
colonies in the beginning of the century.
Mother Denmark – The Empire as Home
Contemporary imperial paternalism, and especially conservative
views of national responsibility, often articulated this image of
family when it came to the colonies. The colonial power often came
to be seen as a father figure for its colonial children in the eyes of
imperial paternalism. In an article in Atlanten, Paludan-Müller looked
nostalgically back in time to when the “King was the father and the
Queen the mother, a relationship that was beautifully expressed,
when old negro women dressed in black at the death of the Danish
Queen Louise, ‘because our mother is dead’.”45 This paternalistic
image was inherent in the civilizing—or developing—discourses of
20

the time, and it confirmed both imperial social hierarchies and linear
ideas of historical change.46 In the case of the Danish West Indies
around the turn of the twentieth century, paternalism traveled along
two interrelating scales: firstly, a national scale invoking an “aﬀective”
connection grounded in shared history and a sort of postcolonial
nostalgia. And, secondly, a domestic scale reflecting ideas of an
“empire within the home.”47
As noted above, the idea that Danes needed to be awakened to
interest in their colony and that the islands should be connected to the
Motherland began to take oﬀ after the failed sale in 1902. Of course,
some interpretations of this narrative were more nostalgic than others.
In 1911, Otto Sommer expressed the romantic version of Denmark’s
aﬀectionate connection to the islands: “For the Negroes have a lot to
thank Denmark for, this is a historical fact that cannot be shaken, and
precisely therefore we Danes should do everything in our power to
keep the West Indian possessions; our name is written in the wave
and the church over there.”48 If not always so pompously told, a tale
of how the Danish state had abandoned and failed the islands, and
how the bond needed to be restored, found an especially strong voice
in Atlanten. This was not surprising, considering that the declared
purpose of the sponsoring association, De Danske Atlanterhavsøer,
was to “promote the development of the distant places attached to
Denmark.”49 Criticism of the state’s lack of will to help and develop
the islands was widespread. H.U. Ramsing, for example, wrote in
1907 that it would help if “the Motherland, which has its major share
in the economic debacle,” would also have taken on its share of the
loss.50 Meanwhile, councilor of state Hammerich expressed his regrets
on behalf of the state in 1911:
I found it, as you know, unworthy that Denmark, after
having extorted what it could out of these islands for
centuries, now wanted to make them into money and let
others bring them back on their feet. It was an admission
of failure that we could not be proud of, and a sad selfabandonment.51
Dalhoﬀ chimed into this same tune of failed responsibility in his
article in Atlanten: “No, the Motherland, the Mother-government, the
Mother-church—it is from there that the fresh currents and forces
should come, which should lift up the Negroes to a higher culture.”52
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Paludan-Müller agreed and blamed the government’s lack of will to
become familiar with “the Negro character.” The “indiﬀerence and
ignorance,” he argued, led to a “Negro stock that does not do our
administration honor.”53
Inherent in all of these accusations about the failure of the Danish
government was a narrative about a set of Danish islands, complete
with “Danish Negroes,” that the Danish state had the responsibility to
develop. It could be seen as a sort of imperial nationalism with features
of paternalism and the “promotion of national prestige” through
commercial enterprise.54 And the need for the job to be done by Danes,
and not “the foreign element—as the British, Americans, Dutch,
etc. were often called—was commonly expressed.55 The underlying
assumption was that Danes were responsible for the islands and their
population, and because of a special connection between the two,
Danes were the only ones that really had a true interest in the islands.
Speaking of a possible forthcoming sale, Chr. Løfting argued in 1916
that under Danish rule, the islands could acquire “a white (Danish)
farmer’s class” and thereafter a slowly introduced subdivision of land
to the locals. This, he argued, was absolutely not an option under
American rule, where major agricultural production was in focus, and
no national bond prevailed.56 Not just the special imperial relation and
its inherent responsibility were invoked to argue that Danes were best
suited to develop the islands. When it came to arguing for the need
for Danes on the islands, national self-praise was common as well.
Danish men, and the focus was on men, were regularly represented
as especially energetic, industrious, naturally gracious, philanthropic,
brave, skillful, and self-sacrificing.57 H.C.V. Møller articulated this
clearly when praising private initiatives on the islands, which, he
thought, with “energy, skill, and self-sacrifice” had “lifted the wealth
of the islands and brought them into a more profound connection
with the Motherland.”58 In the debates, Danes were indeed, in the
words of Alison Blunt, embodying modernity.59 These Danish envoys
of modernity had the right cultural level, the skills and the mindset, and—more importantly—they had a responsibility to convey
modernity to their West Indian brothers. The image of these Danish
men contained a narrative of self-sacrifice, which suggested that
they carried the “burden” of being white, that they had to sacrifice
themselves for the better of humanity. But, in the narrative, they
also carried a burden—and a blessing—of being specifically Danish.
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Because the islands were connected to Motherland Denmark, the
population was their children to bring up, the islands their personal
responsibility. What better way to educate and develop the West Indian
“children” than to construct little empires within the home? The idea
that Danish homes on the islands should be microcosms, where the
head of the house, probably a planter, was the father, and his wife the
mother, of the workers, was put forward by several debaters. Thus,
Danes needed to be on the islands themselves, and they had to set up
homes in which locals could learn from their masters, by example and
discipline. In Atlanten in 1916, Chr. Løfting for instance argued for
the need of “the personal influence from owner to farmworker, and
the good example that he sets, to be the common thread, which runs
through the development of the Negro.”60 This way, the assertion was,
through homes, and intimate bonds and practices, Denmark should
educate its other people. Paludan-Müller in particular developed
this idea at length, and he blamed the labor conflict on the lack of
personal relations to the local population. The problems on the
islands, he wrote, were caused by the fact “that our race’s task in the
tropics, by the power of example, through personal influence on the
population to direct it further culturally, has slipped into nothing; that
the good personal relationship that was earlier between worker and
employer has been lost.”61 He was sad that the Danish plantations
were no longer “small cultural centers,” where “Massa and Missis
were father and mother,” and where the “thoughts and opinions
that belonged in the main house spread through the house slaves to
the Negro houses.”62 He continued to argue that ”every plantation
needs to be owned by a skillful and intelligent man, preferably a
Danish farmer, who feels a warm interest for the dark man….”63 This
man should, then, in Paludan-Müller’s argument, marry an islandborn white woman, “who knows a little about the dark race’s many
strange thoughts and notions and understands that it has its own way
in which to be handled.”64 In this way, they could repeat the power
structures of empire in their homes, move paternalism to an everyday,
intimate scale, and establish what Blunt calls an “everyday practice of
imperial rule.”65
Through notions of the need for specifically Danish men to travel
to the islands to develop them, and through the idea that Danish
homes should be small cultural centers, the public debate reproduced
an imperial nationalism and an imagined geography of Denmark as
23

the Motherland.66 This reflected a rather general Western, paternalistic
discourse that was incorporating nationalism into its narrative – and
it thereby created the idea of the islands as home, from a domestic to
a national scale.
The Call of the Sun
The new imperial nationalism stretched beyond the oﬃcial colonial
era, and even though the debate at home slowly calmed, Danes involved
with the islands continued to believe in a development mission. After
the islands were sold in 1917, however, this mission became less and
less clear—after the state pulled out, the eﬀorts in childcare and in
connecting the local Lutheran church to Denmark ended. Moreover,
to emphasize this development, De Danske Atlanterhavsøer was, in
1919, turned into Dansk Samvirke, an organization that did not just
focus on the (former) Danish territories, but now embraced all Danes,
and all Danish interests, abroad.
The imperial bond had been loosened, but the idea that the
islands were connected to Denmark continued. The notion of the
islands as home endured. After the islands had become American,
Danes kept traveling there as part of the Danish private initiatives.
These companies still operated along the lines of imperial nationalism
and continued to recruit a Danish working force to the now American
islands. The Danish migrants cemented the connection between
Denmark and the islands with their presence and they physically
performed this connection through the journey.
Before going on the journey, though, the Danish empire migrants
made the decision to travel to these mentally and physically distant
islands. We have seen how the islands had mentally moved closer
to the Motherland, and this also had an eﬀect on Danes deciding to
migrate there. Generally, the Danes were part of a greater wave of
European, and indeed Danish, emigration at the end of the nineteenth
and beginning of the twentieth century.67 After 1867, approximately
350,000 Danes emigrated; and for a majority of these, lack of work and
opportunity in Denmark were a motivating force. Property owners
in Denmark were consolidating farms, causing conditions to grow
worse for both smallholders and servants. Many of them thus took
part in the general movement from rural settings to the cities—or they
moved outside the borders and searched for opportunities elsewhere.
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This movement of people across the borders lasted some fifty years,
and despite social reforms at the beginning of twentieth- century
Denmark, emigration did not decrease significantly until around
1930.68 The Danes who traveled to the Virgin Islands in the twentieth
century, however, were not all farmers fleeing bad conditions.
Nevertheless, many emigrants had a “migration mind-set” that was
highly present in Denmark, and colonization had enabled the islands
to be a destination for anyone wanting to move.
Behind the personal migration decisions were diﬀerent motivations
and various degrees of diﬃculty. For some it was not so much a choice
as a consequence of their circumstances, especially when it came to
men working for the East Indian Company (EAC). Katrine Svensgaard
was married to Einar Svensgaard, an EAC employee. She remembers
how she and her husband “were ordered to go,” when her husband’s
boss in the company oﬀered him a job as engineer on St. Thomas:
“That was how it was done back then. There was nothing to discuss,”
Katrine recalls.69 Meanwhile Hjalmar Bang, according to his daughter,
came into the world of shipping through the EAC, and went on to the
islands, because he could not be what he wanted to be:
My father was a frustrated farmer. He wanted to be a farmer,
but his uncle, who he loved more than anything, said: You
might as well give up on it, because those days are over. […]
So he was apprenticed as a shipping man, and then he was
sent out to St. Thomas.70
For G. Tornøe, who was oﬀered a position as a manager of the
Frederiksted branch of the Danish West Indian National Bank in 1913,
the migration decision was a diﬃcult choice, and one he was anxious
about:
I had a wife, a couple of 3-year-old twins and a little girl
who was a couple of months old – so it was something to
consider. […] We were all very excited about the changes to
new circumstances, and yet I was somewhat uneasy about
having committed myself for 5 years—it’s a long time.71
Being an established family man, Tornøe considered the West Indian
job oﬀer carefully. The costs of a career opportunity in a thrilling new
environment might be more than he was willing to pay. Meanwhile,
when Christian Jensen, a bachelor of twenty-five years, was oﬀered
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a position as chief chemist in a sugar factory on St. Croix, he was
quick to quit his current job and go. The excitement of experiencing
the tropics was enough for him to decide.72 But work, adventure,
and advancement were not the only factors motivating Danish men
to leave their home country. Returning to Denmark after studying
abroad, Knud Knud-Hansen, for example, realized that he had
already alienated himself:
Copenhagen had not changed much during my two years
of absence, and nobody seemed to have missed me. […]
Then one rainy summer day came an advertisement in a
professional paper. There was a vacancy for a municipal
physician in St. Thomas. I dropped every chance I had in
Denmark and followed the call of the sun.73
Knud-Hansen answered the “call of the sun” and so did around 300400 other Danes in the beginning of the twentieth century.74 They
all had their own personal motives, but there was a general trend, a
common feeling, of exactly this: to follow the “call of the sun” with all
its inherent tropical excitement and latent possibilities.
As is the case in Knud-Hansen’s tale above, a shared narrative
of opportunity and adventure emerges from the memoirs of men
who chose to travel the distance to the islands. This fundamental
narrative tells us that, for most, the act of migration was a conscious
choice characterized by excitement, and sometimes anxiousness,
about the new, unknown life. Moreover, the majority of Danish men
were actually in a position to compare their lives in Denmark to a
new life in the distant tropics; they could weigh the possibilities—the
dreams of material wealth and self-improvement—against the pitfalls
of alienation and loss.75
An essential element in the circulation of empire migrants was
the fact that many returned, kept in touch with each other, and shared
their experiences at home. Thereby a network was created, and in
this way letters from relatives on the islands could stir wanderlust, or
familiar connections could enable job oﬀers or make the distance seem
shorter.76 In the case of Danish men traveling to the Virgin Islands,
a migratory network had been functioning for more than 150 years
within the framework of oﬃcial colonialism. Some were recruited
through advertisements, while family ties, or networks of family
members, often built a gateway to the islands. For instance, Volmer
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Taylor received a telegram oﬀering him a position as plantation
administrator on St. Croix, because his father had been a pharmacist
on the islands in his youth.77 Likewise, Carl Lawaetz decided to
move to St. Croix and became a lifelong farmer there, because his
brother was the priest in the Lutheran church in Christiansted.78
Meanwhile, Christian Jensen received a letter from his father’s distant
relative saying he needed him to come and work for a sugar factory.79
Correspondingly, in the case of Theodor von Scholten, the emotional
value and practical eﬀect of personally having a familial connection
to the islands was especially pronounced. Von Scholten had a long
family history on the islands, and this familial link was the central
motivational force behind his move there. He was working for the
Danish bank, Landmandsbanken, when he was oﬀered a job in a bank
in St. Petersburg in 1919, but he was not too keen on this idea. Instead,
he found out that there was also a possibility of going to the Virgin
Islands instead. According to his son, Erik, this was an opportunity
that he found much more appealing, because of “the old relations and
family photos from out there.”80
Even casual acquaintances or chance meetings could constitute
a connection. The latter was the case for Hein Christensen, who was
actually headed to Oregon to work for his uncle who had a business
there. Weeks before leaving, and with migrating on his mind, he met a
captain who was on leave from St. Croix in Copenhagen. The captain
convinced Christensen to visit the beautiful St. Croix on his way to
Oregon, and when he did, he ended up staying for so long that his
position in Oregon was filled in the meantime. Eventually, he ended
up living on St. Thomas, working as an accountant for the West Indian
Company, among other jobs.81
The possibility and choice of traveling the distance could,
therefore, be determined by coincidence, but more often than not, it
was inspired by business or family networks. However, the practice
of migration was not only aﬀected by social networks, but also by the
spatial and chronological frameworks of the men. The sun might be
calling, but it was not just any sun, it was a specific Virgin Island sun at
a specific time in Danish and European history: these men traveled the
distance at a time when desire for opportunity often led to emigration;
and they traveled to a place to which (post)colonial structures and a
homely connection had facilitated empire migration.
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Engines of Empire Migration
The production of both the empire and its migration was highly
gendered, and in many ways empire migration to the islands after
the sale was a masculine practice. This does not mean, however, that
women did not travel to the islands, or that no woman chose the
experience of migration herself. Nonetheless, the pattern of empire
migration in the beginning of the twentieth century was largely
characterized by the employment of men; by their decision to travel
across the Atlantic for work. Many brought their families with them,
but in most cases men arrived alone, either ahead of a wife, or because
he was migrating alone.
The majority of the Danish male migrants belonged to the private
Danish institutions that had been founded before 1917, but were
not a part of the colonial administration. As we have seen, these
institutions were created in the metropole, based on ideas of home,
but had great influence on—and were also influenced by—the colony.
Thus, they belonged within a framework of both metropole and
colony, and in the interaction between the two. Even during formal
colonialism, the new, private institutions were largely independent
from the oﬃcial colonial state. However, I would argue that because
of the colonially-created ties between Denmark and the islands, these
men and institutions were both informed by, and contributing to, the
more general imperial-nationalistic discourse. In their own way, these
Danish men, who traveled to the islands to work, were fulfilling the
task that many felt Denmark had; they were the industrious young
Danes that had been called for in the Danish debate about the fate of
the islands.
For this reason, the migrants often perceived themselves as a kind
of “ambassadors of Danishness” on the islands. In 1918, for example,
Pastor Povl Helweg-Larsen complained to the bank committee of the
Danish West Indian National Bank about a postscript to an article
written in the West End News by bank director Axel Holst. Informing
the bank committee that the postscript had caused “general outrage
among the Danes out here,” Helweg-Larsen was especially outraged
by the fact that it was written by “a man who would seem to be an
obvious candidate for pursuing Danish interests.”82 Even in 1930,
many years after the transfer, the idea of the Danes as ambassadors was
thriving. Judge Thiele, for instance, wrote a letter to company director
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V. Laub about their “mutual friend” Mrs. Caroe, who was traveling
back to Denmark at no cost to herself, because she had claimed to be
unable to pay. Thiele had then been astonished to discover that Mrs.
Caroe had just cashed in a check for 5,000 kroner, and he wrote, “The
story smells bad, the longer it is retold up and down the main street,
and does not help the Danes.”83 The need for Danes to be decent and
industrious men, was also put forward by Doctor Knud Knud-Hansen,
when he tried to characterize the group of Danish men, in his memoir:
“My Danish countrymen were good men, straight, and hardworking,
with a few more or less slimy lobsters thrown in.”84 This notion of
hard-working Danes, who were on the islands as representatives of
the better man, coincided with the fact that they were often part of the
newer private development initiatives.

Inside the main oﬃce of the Danish West Indian National Bank, around 1919.
Source: The Danish National Archives. Den Dansk-Vestindiske Nationalbank.

Some of the migrants traveled to the islands, as, for example,
priests, but the three main organizations behind the Danish migration
to the islands between 1917 and 1945 were the Plantation Company,
the Danish West Indian Bank and the West Indian Company.85 In
the beginning, the Plantation Company recruited directly through a
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Danish cultivation association by the name Hedeselskabet (The Heath
Society), but soon came to acquire employees who were agriculturally
educated.86 Characteristically, they recruited all their (preferably
unmarried) managers and assistant managers from Denmark.87 The
Danish branches of the sugar industry had a similar practice. They
upheld an ongoing recruitment of Danes to fill positions as engineers,
accountants, machinists, clerks, managers, assistant managers,
craftsmen, chemists, and administrators. Only unskilled labor, such
as workers for the cane fields, was recruited locally. As a result,
Danish sugar industry employees and their personal belongings were
routinely transported back and forth across the Atlantic, often via
steamships of the Danish West Indian Company.88
The Danish West Indian National Bank also recruited and
created a circulation of employees from Denmark to fill positions in
the direction as well as administrators and accountants, while some
assistants were locally recruited and trained.89 Unlike the Plantation
Company, the bank often recruited married men, who would bring
their families along. This recruitment practice continued until the
bank closed down in 1935, when its concession to be the sole banknote issuer on the islands ended.90 Likewise, the directors of the West
Indian Company, as well as most craftsmen, accountants, engineers,
etc., were Danish. The policy of the company seems to have been to
hire Danes for these skilled positions, but it also began to train local
accountants.91 Although the company followed the same patterns of
recruiting Danes, it was often an exception from the familiar migration
networks. This was mainly because they recruited from the company’s
mother organization, the East Asiatic Company. The EAC was a
large trade and shipping company, which had always had interests
far beyond the Danish colonies. With a narrative of “cosmopolitan
nationalism,” the ambition was to establish trading networks all over
the world.92
This narrative was a variety of the nationalistic and civilizing
trends of the time. As the founder of the company, H.N. Andersen,
himself expressed it in his memoirs Tilbageblik (Looking Back) from
1914 and Udvikling (Development) from 1929:
The content can maybe contribute to raise awareness about
the fact that the ocean, which surrounds the shores of
Denmark, also connects Denmark to the great catchment
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area of the world, where the Danish nation under
normal circumstances has unhindered access alongside
other nations, and where Danish enterprise has ample
opportunity to raise and translate community values for the
benefit of our country.93
[…] Some of the world is drawn to Denmark by
producing Danish business in distant areas, which serve
the Motherland by being useful to the societies in whose
mercantile development they are taking part.94
The idea, then, was to open up to the world, revive the underdeveloped
parts, and establish trade globally–this ultimately for the good of the
Motherland.95
The Caribbean branch of the EAC, the West Indian Company,
often hired Danish men who were already within the “cosmopolitan”
network of the East Asiatic Company. Many of them had been
employed on a company ship that traveled around the world, or in
a branch either in Denmark or elsewhere. And these men were not
like every other Dane. Like diplomats—or, as many of them had been,
seafarers—they might perceive themselves first and foremost as Danes,
but they were more mobile and internationalized than many of the
other empire migrants. As a former EAC employee and later curator
at the Danish Maritime Museum, Ole Ventegodt, put it: “Seafarers
were […] in the best meaning of the word, cosmopolitans, who had
of course seen far more strange and unfamiliar things than people at
home, who had not on a larger scale begun to travel abroad.”96
More importantly, their loyalty lay with the company before
anything else, and they were used to being away from home. H.P. Berg,
for example, had been captain on two diﬀerent West Indian company
ships, sailing between Denmark and the islands, before he in 1915 was
asked to supervise the company’s port operations in St. Thomas.97 Also,
Hans E. Nielsen worked for the East Asiatic Company in Bangkok
and Johannes Rasmussen for the oﬃce in Copenhagen, before they
were both transferred to the West Indian Company. The international
nature of the company was also apparent in the hiring of Danes who
had been working abroad for other commercial companies. This was
the case, for example, for George Havn de Moldrup and Svend Erik
Carlsen, who both had previously been working in New York.98
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If all Danes were to some extent “ambassadors of Danishness,”
the Company men were ambassadors of the EAC/West Indian
Company, as well as for Denmark. This double position was evident
in the fact that the Danish consul, who was the actual representative
of Denmark on the islands, was also the director of the West Indian
Company. He and his family lived in a big white house on Denmark
Hill with views to the harbor and the Danish flag waving over the
city of Charlotte Amalie. Here, he would have representative dinners,
inviting both visiting and resident Danes for parties and arranging
celebrations on the Danish king’s birthday, etc. In the past, this had
been the governor’s responsibility, but from 1920 and onwards, the
company director took over this task, thereby performing the dual
roles of simultaneously representing the company and the home
country.99 Not just the director, but all the Danish ambassadors of the
company were supposed to represent propriety; they were expected to
practice bourgeois correctness and restraint. As Ventegodt explains in
his article, when referring to the diﬀerence between the large Danish
shipping companies:
It was not just an oﬃce flag, chimney brand, and a color
scheme, which made the diﬀerence, but a more or less
consciously developed “style” that of course throughout
the years had been naturally strengthened by attracting
temperaments, who found precisely this type of identity
appealing. […] People in the EAC ships did not doubt that
there was a little more prestige to life under the councilor’s
[H. N. Andersen] burgee. 100
Elizabeth Bang, daughter of West Indian Company employee and
later director and consul, Hjalmar Bang, remembers how it was for
him to work for the West Indian Company (and ultimately the EAC):
“He had to behave properly, because the EAC was strong stuﬀ, so you
couldn’t…you represented EAC.” This image of representation, and
ultimately Danish bourgeois values, was confirmed when she added
a story of how her mother had met her father at a dance: “That Daneman over there looking so grumpy and gloomy” was “sitting as he
had been told. […] He was brought up to be very, very correct.”101
The Danish men who went to the islands to work for either the West
Indian Company or the Danish bank generally belonged to the middle
class in Denmark. Many were part of a newer segment, however, the
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salaried workers in the trade and transport industry, in banks or in the
public sector—a group that had grown out of industrialization, while
others were either skilled craftsmen or farmers.102 As we have seen,
they were often recruited from the Danish or international branches of
the organizations. Danish West Indian National Bank employees were
very often, if not always, recruited from their job in one of the Danish
co-owner banks, while company men came from positions within the
EAC. Internal recruitment was the standard, and it established the
framework for a body of employees that was often older and more
established in life. Meanwhile, the Plantation Company and the sugar
industry in general—at least in the beginning—recruited farmworkers
and skilled craftsmen, who were often young and unmarried.
Moreover, some of the Danes who ended up working in the sugar
industry were former gendarmes, who had stayed on the islands due
to a local relationship or just a wish to stay on and work.103 Thus,
the Plantation Company and the sugar industry were to some extent
reproducing earlier patterns of colonial migration to the plantations.
However, the pattern was less clear. There was significant diﬀerence
between social status and marital practice if you were, for example,
a low-ranking craftsman, or if you were a plantation administrator.
Meanwhile, the framework was more clearly set for the bank and the
company, who generally can be said to have produced a newer type
of migrant—the married man.
Domesticating the Islands
As in other empires at the time, the fact that the islands had come
to be understood as “Danish” in more than just a territorial sense
led to a gradual domestication, or “feminization” of the (former)
colony.104 Beginning in the late 1800s, and to an increasing extent in
the early twentieth century, the idea and practice of empire as an
ultra-masculine frontier space was generally phased out. Instead, as
we have seen in the case of the Danish West Indies, concepts such
as development, welfare, racial purity, and, above all, moral “taming
of the wild” became valued in the West.105 This domestication of the
imperial discourse generally transformed, and was changed by, the
gendered framework of empire migration.
Since the islands were now increasingly understood as “home,”
they should also resemble home, both morally and in everyday
33

practice.106 Thus, what can be labelled a domestication of Danish
empire migration to the Virgin Islands is perceptible if we look at
the proportion of women among the Danish migrants. In the Danish
censuses of 1890 and 1901, women made up around seven percent of
the group of Danes, while there was a tripling of the percentage of
women—to around twenty-two percent on average—in the censuses
conducted in 1911 and on to 1940. Thus, the proportion of Danish
women increased significantly between 1901 and 1911.107 Moreover, in
the American census of 1920, around sixty-five percent of the Danish
women on the islands were between eighteen and thirty-five years old,
and no one was older than fifty-five.108 If we consider that the average
migration age for the Danish women was around twenty-nine, we
can assume that many of the Danish women in the 1920 census had
arrived relatively recently.109 Such a considerable change in the gender
profile of Danish empire migration to the islands created new roles for
the women who traveled there and formed new family lives for men,
women, and children belonging to the Virgin Islands Danes.
The framework of a new, more “feminized” imperialism aﬀected,
and was of course aﬀected by, the marriage practices among the
Danish men on the islands. Therefore, studying the social status of
the men when they moved to the islands and the degree to which they
married locals, other white women, or Danes, tells us something about
the level of this feminization. In general, studying marital practices
in depth can tell us a lot about the cultures in any community; and
it can indeed tell us about (post)colonial culture and sociability in a
society as highly permeated by notions of race and class as that of the
Virgin Islands. Marital practices on the islands, among Danes, among
locals, and between Danes and locals, were indeed on the agenda in
the debate at home. They were also an issue among the Danes who
lived on the islands—before and after the sale. In a letter to his cousin
in Denmark in 1907, Danish doctor Viggo Christensen sarcastically
described the marital practices of Danes on St. Croix at the time:
On St. Croix, it is indecent not to be divorced, at least
separated—or at the very least married to a divorced
woman. The island demands it. Government Secretary
Limpricht is married to Bailiﬀ Zielian’s former wife, District
Medical Oﬃcer Kalmer is divorced from his frivolous
wife [...], who I guess is now married to former Customs
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Oﬃcer Frisch. Dr. Heyn is divorced from his first wife
(Svitzer’s daughter), and Dr. Collin’s wife left him before
he died. Police Master Olsen in Frederiksted is separated
from his Katrine. Administrator, and interim Police Chief in
Christiansted, Segelche, is married to Planter Thornberg’s
former wife, and Planter Hugo Pedersen’s wife has just left
him […]. Such is the state. The Danes are beautifully out in
front.110
This, in Christensen’s view, ridiculous marital culture among colonial
Danes on St. Croix in the early twentieth century mirrors the portrayals
of a superficial and morally decaying Danish minority in the colonial
literature at the time. It also reveals a colonial culture of intermarriage—at least at this specific moment in time and space. There
were also concerns about this sort of “moral decay” in, for example,
Atlanten, especially when it came to the local population. Moreover, a
report of the United States Congress in 1920 had similar observations
of “anomalous and shocking” marital conditions, but—also here—
only among “the coloured population.”111 What Christensen, then,
entertained his cousin with, could be an observation of Danes “going
native,” or at least of acting out of their usual framework now that
they were distant from it.
His concerns are dated to the very beginning of the century, at a
time of overlap and transition in the mind-set. They expose part of a
social practice that was specific to Danish colonizer life on St. Croix at
this time, but tell us only little about the degree of local integration in
the marriages, or about the number of single Danish men in general.
Neither the debate at home during colonialism nor the colonial
literature tells us if marital practices were challenged, reproduced,
or reconfigured when the new type of empire migrants entered the
scene. Thus, in order to understand the possible changes in marital
practices, and draw an image of the socio-cultural demographics
among the Danish empire migrants after the sale, I have studied the
American censuses from 1920, 1930, and 1940.
Censuses are not complete sources. When a census was taken,
for example, some of the Danes might have been away from the
islands, some might have filled out the forms wrong, and some might
have thought they, as Danes, did not belong in an American census.
Moreover, others might have adjusted the census facts to fit their
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own self-perception, or a socially acceptable and favored image of
themselves. In addition, there generally seems to have been ambiguity
in categorizing Puerto Ricans, who were interchangeably labelled
“mulatto” or “Latino.” For the Danish men, the narrow marital
categorizations of a census were inadequate. If, for example, a Danish
man was in a relationship with a local woman, but not married, it
would not figure. This case was highly likely, as some Danish men
could have found such a relationship socially unacceptable, or
just not “worthy” of institutionalization. At the same time, noninstitutionalized relationships with women in Denmark are also
invisible in the censuses. Re-marrying, as we saw in Christensen’s
letter above, would not appear either, just as some men declared
themselves to be married, but did not mention to whom. What, then,
can be gathered from the census data is a likely image of the gender
divisions and marital patterns, which I have tried to challenge and
fine-tune against the personal narratives and other records.112
At first glance, the marital patterns that emerge from the three
censuses are relatively similar. In all three censuses, roughly around
seventy percent of all grown men born in Denmark declared that
they were married.113 The census information does not tell us if these
married Danish men were bachelors when migrating, but it does
tell us to whom they were married. If we sum up the numbers to an
approximate image, around one-third of the married Danish men
were married to a “local woman,” while a majority of two-thirds were
married to a woman who was declared to be white.114 In addition,
around a fourth of all married Danish men in the censuses of 1920,
1930, and 1940 were married to a Danish woman.115 At the same time,
the percentage of children with two Danish parents peaked at around
thirty-five percent in the census of 1920, and then stabilized at around
fourteen percent of all children with a Danish mother and/or father
in the following censuses.116 These numbers might be explained by
the twofold development of first, the above-mentioned tripling in the
proportion of Danish women after 1901, and second, an increased
awareness of whiteness among the Danes from the 1920s and onwards.
In fact, an intertwined set of notions that seems to have played a
major part in marriages on the islands, were the notions of whiteness,
Danishness, and class. When a Danish man married a Danish woman,
it was socially understood as a choice that incorporated the three
valued notions—Danishness, whiteness, and higher social class—
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in one; while marrying non-Danish white woman for many was
increasingly considered to be as highly esteemed. Common for both
marital choices was the signaling of bourgeois status and a kind of
social superiority.
It is also interesting how the marital numbers reconfigure
themselves if we look at the time of arrival of the Danish men on
the islands. The census of 1930 oﬀers this opportunity, since “year of
migration” was a part of the questionnaire. When applying this new
lens, a clearer pattern emerges. Of the married Danish men that arrived
on the islands before 1900, around two-thirds were married to a local
woman, while only approximately six percent had a Danish wife and
thirteen percent had married a non-Danish white woman.117 If we
then look at the married Danish men who migrated after the transfer
in 1917, it turns out that a little under half of the married Danish men
were married to a Dane, one-fifth of the men were married to a nonDanish woman declared to be white, while only around seven percent
were married to a local woman. Even though I am here working with
relatively small numbers, I would argue that an upheaval in marital
practices among the Danes is apparent. Ultimately, this means that
between men who migrated before 1900 and those migrating after
1917, there was an increase of roughly forty percent of Danish married
men who had a Danish wife, and about the same increase when it
came to those who married a non-Danish white wife.
These census numbers confirm the sense that correspondences
between the diﬀerent business ventures, as well as the personal
narratives, gave us of a new empire migrant man, who relatively often
brought his wife along, or soon after migration married a woman from
a prestigious family in the white community. Thus, it seems that from
1900 onwards, recognizable home life became a value for many Danes
on the distant islands. This increase in marriages can also be partly
explained by the fact that women were considered the materialization
of both domesticity and morale. At the same time the modernization
on the islands, the private business ventures and their improvement
of transportation and communication, had opened up a space of
possibility for more women to travel to the empires.118
This gendered element in the process of empire migration is an
important one: it shaped not just the marriage patterns of the Danish
men who traveled to the islands, but it also reconfigured island space
itself. As a (re)production of a general Western European and North
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American discourse, the Danish empire migrants had gradually
developed a stronger national identification.119 This was, as we saw
above, evident in the debates about the empire in Denmark. On
the islands, this was apparent in the high proportion of all-Danish
marriages after 1900, and especially after 1917.
The gradual domestication of Virgin Islands space was enabled
and produced by the physical arrival of Danish wives on the islands.
Although their husbands were often the engine behind the act of
migration, and although the occupations of men influenced the
position of their wives, these women were far from peripheral in the
Danish and white community. As a crucial part of the culture of the
empire migrants, they participated equally in the daily (re)production
and practice of paternalistic and diﬀerentiating discourses on race,
class, and power. Moreover, their increased presence did not just
produce a new ideal for the white man, it also introduced the ideal
of the white housewife as a positive and elevated figure of status, and
created new norms for white family life on the islands. Some single
Danish women also migrated to St. Croix and St. Thomas, but these
were very few. Before 1945, single woman migration to the islands was
very scarce, and only a limited number of nurses, deaconesses, private
babysitters, governesses, and one or two independent merchant
women in the 1930s, traveled to the islands.120 As we have seen, many
Danish men found local wives, but the great increase in Danish and
other white marriages created a white elite consisting of fewer and
fewer single men, and of more all-white families and marriages. Thus,
even if the ideal of white endogamy was not fulfilled in reality, by the
time of transfer, empire migration had, in Elizabeth Buettner’s words,
“become a family aﬀair.”121
For the Danes in general, it was common practice that men
arrived prior to their wives and set up everything, thereby hoping
to spare them of the initial chaos of arrival. The wives would then
travel the distance to the islands alone, maybe bringing children,
sometimes paired up with another Danish wife or an acquaintance
of the husband for the trip.122 Some of the men, however, were not
married when they came, but went back to Denmark to find a wife
or found one on the islands. This was, for example, how it happened
for Carl Lawaetz, who had arrived on St. Croix on his own, and after
setting up a decent life for himself went on vacation in Denmark. Here
he proposed to his future wife, Marie, and once they were engaged, he
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went back to the island alone. Marie followed soon after, alone with
only her suitcases and money for a return trip from her father, in case
she changed her mind.123
If the men did not go back to find a wife once they were settled,
as Carl Lawaetz did, many entered into marriage just before they left
for the islands. Therefore, it was important to choose the right kind
of woman who could embody the “restful, contented and dutiful”
image of a white lady, and who knew how to handle servants and
adjust to local conditions.124 Not only should she be able to practice
this white bourgeoisie, it was also crucial that she was the right fit
for a marriage that would entail separation from family and home
country. This was problematic for Knud Knud-Hansen, who had first
married a Danish woman, who as it turned out, could not cope with
life “out there” on St. Thomas. As he explained in his memoir, she was
diﬀerent from most Danish women on the islands, who “were not the
kind that always bore in mind the thousands of miles that separated
them from their old homes in Denmark and the many years they had
been away.” She had trouble adjusting to life as a Danish wife on the
islands, and even though she got along well with some of the Dutch
and English families on St. Thomas, she—as Knud-Hansen expressed
it— “never felt at home out here where good little women from home
spread out as high society blues.”125 The permanent move to the
islands brought about the end of their marriage, but their daughter,
Vilma, was already integrated and ended up marrying an American
and had two sons, who entered the U.S. Navy.126 After his misfortune
in the first marriage, Knud-Hansen instead went on to find himself a
St. Thomas-born white wife named Ruby, who was locally grounded
and did not need to adapt.127
Hence, adjusting to life on the islands could be diﬃcult for Danish
women. In contrast to most men, who had an established function
and network based in their employment, Danish women had no
workplace, no colleagues, and no fixed responsibilities. For Danish
wives, the resident Danes, especially other Danish wives, constituted
a safety net and a helping hand in the transition. Katrine Svensgaard,
for example, remembers how Danes would “stick together as soon as
they are out of Denmark.” By way of example, the Jensens, a Danish
couple, moved Katrine and her husband into a room in the Jensens’
house while they were waiting for their house to be ready in 1936.128
The couple did not want Katrine to be alone while her husband was
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working, so the wife, Musse, spent time with Katrine. In her memoir,
Katrine recounts, “It was a great help to live with them, because Musse
would take me to all the stores and to the market. She educated me in
every way.”129 In this way, Musse helped Katrine adjust and prepared
her for being a housewife on St. Thomas. Likewise, Marie Lawaetz,
who lived on St. Croix from 1902 to her death in 1966, found support
in the Lutheran church in Frederiksted when she first arrived in her
new life. Pastor Nyegaard and his wife helped her adjust to island life
and the Danish deaconesses became her close friends and source of
comfort.
The roles in the Danish family life on the islands followed the
lines of bourgeois ideals and practices in Denmark. In the model
bourgeois family, the male head of the family was defined by his
occupation, and his work was often his and the family’s first priority.
His relation to his wife and children was loving, but defined within
a framework of patriarchy. The woman was a housewife whose
identity and social status was determined by that of her husband. She
would be responsible for the state and atmosphere of the household
and represent her husband by elegantly moving around behind the
scenes. Although Marie, for example, had formal training in tailoring,
painting, and sketching and had been teaching art in Denmark, she,
as most Danish women did, became a fulltime housewife on the
islands.130 Since she was now a part of the white elite, Marie had to
adjust to a new, more bourgeois lifestyle.
Although white island family life resembled its bourgeois parallel
in Denmark, a fundamental diﬀerence for Danish wives was the
fact that their privilege was not just based in their husband’s title
and the family’s wealth; it was also founded in racial categorization.
Regardless of their social and cultural background, as Margaret
Jones puts it, “they all participated to a greater or lesser extent in the
benefits of being white in a racially unequal society.”131 This inherent
privilege, and the fact that their husbands often ascended quickly into
high positions in society, was reflected in an often unfamiliar class
move for many Danish women. Migrating to the islands, then, did not
just provide a whole new environment and a very tangible distance
to the homeland; for the often upper-working-class or middle-class
Danes who traveled there, it also meant social ascendance.
A role as “managing housewife” gave many Danish women, as
well as the white wives of Danish men, a great amount of time to
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socialize, pursue hobbies or become involved in charity or church
work. Apart from overseeing the household, the white housewife,
for example, went on numerous social calls, to cocktail parties, or
helped prepare dishes for social gatherings with her cook.132 Marie
Lawaetz, for example, began painting china and sewing linen and
took up photography, while also doing work for the Lutheran church.
Meanwhile, Henrietta Berg played the piano, went horseback riding,
and spent most of her time on social calls, while Ruby Knud-Hansen
became a board member of the American Red Cross. Similarly, Katrine
Svensgaard remembers the many social gatherings, and how she and
other Danish wives, along with Norwegians and Americans, would
make clothes for the American Red Cross during the Second World
War.133
But the role of the wife was not limited to socialization, social
work, and hobbies; many of the wives were involved in their husband’s
work to a significant extent. From her position at his side, the figure of
the white housewife would supplement and represent her husband at
all times and often prepare for, and participate in, his complex social
calls and business visits. Moreover, her main sphere, the home, was
often anything but private, and largely involved in the flow of work
and representation.134 Thus, through her own interest in social and
philanthropic practices, and because of her role as an extension of her
husband, the white housewife was deeply involved in the sociality,
business life, and politics of the Danish and white community on the
islands. Arguably, she was only “on the side” in a matter of speaking,
while in reality she was an integral part of this society.
Conclusion
The Danish West Indies had always been very far away from
Denmark, mentally as well as physically. The empire at home was very
much bound up with a Western civilizing–or developing–discourse
that was based in social-Darwinistic ideas of race and evolution, and
in paternalism. The paternalism was common in imperial discourses
of the time, but it developed in national forms. The Danish debate
about the West Indies was framed by diﬀerent versions of nationalism
and was ultimately about the degree of “Danishness” of the islands.
Generally, debaters were (re)producing the newest version of Western
nationalism of the late nineteenth and early twentieth century.
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This was a nationalism that believed in the superiority of Western
civilization. Entangled in the new ideas of imperialism, it confirmed
the magnificence of Western culture against a negative other: the
“primitive” cultures in need of civilization.135
This imperial nationalism was reflected in a complex movement
of business initiatives on the islands where nationalistic-paternalistic
ideas had been set in motion. For the hopeful initiators, the actual
sale of the islands in 1917 was undesired, and many considered it
a great setback. Writings in, for example, Atlanten concentrated on
Denmark’s national responsibility to educate the population and
develop the economy of the islands. The organization goal was
achieving “practical results to the benefit of both the Motherland
and the colony,” and they focused on debating diﬀerent approaches
to developing the islands, from schooling systems, hospitals, and
health care to port expansions and agricultural rationalization.136
The public debate about the islands was not entirely new. Awareness
of the colonies and the notion of a Danish empire had earlier been
common, though always framed in imperial-economic terms.137 Here,
at the beginning of the twentieth century, nationalistic ideas entered
the discourse of empire. Danes were again paying attention to—and
now debating—their Caribbean, colonial relation. The distant empire
had moved closer to the Motherland.
When the islands were sold in 1917, the islands continued to be
understood by some Danes in a framework of home. Even though the
imperial nationalistic development mission on the islands dwindled,
Danes still traveled to the islands as employees of the private initiatives
such as the Danish West Indian National Bank, the West Indian
Company, and the Plantation Company. The decision to move to the
now-American islands was often fueled by the notion that Denmark
and the islands were somehow connected. Friendships and familiar
bonds, and familiar patterns of migration going back to colonial
migration to the islands, ensured a sense of recognizability and even
“home.” Personal motivations behind the decision were diﬀerent, of
course, but most Danes came to understand themselves as a sort of
ambassadors of Denmark on the islands. They were there to develop
the islands, and they were there exactly because of their Danishness.
There was a great diﬀerence, however, between those who were
recruited to work for the Plantation Company or the sugar industry
in general, and those who worked for the bank or the West Indian
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Company. The West Indian Company in particular had its own
framework of understanding, in which the employees saw themselves
as company men and cosmopolites, and they were used to traveling
around the world. Therefore, they were also more than just employees;
they embodied the whole organization and represented The East
Asiatic Company itself as much as they represented Denmark. This
was reflected in the fact that most employees of the two organizations
were expected to be married before they moved to the islands, and to
bring their wives along. Thus, the newer imperial nationalistic mindset and demand for employees to be married led to a domestication
or feminization of the Danish presence on the islands, in tandem with
a contemporary Western trend of domesticating imperial discourse.
This, in turn, meant that more Danish women moved to the islands,
went through adjustment processes, experienced and reproduced
discourses of whiteness, and generally became a central part of the
Danish and white community.
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A Girl in Two Worlds
By Meryem Sert1
Translated by Kristi Planck Johnson
Foreword
It is evening in Allerød. I am sitting here by the window, trying
to write a little before I go to sleep. In front of me are two photos that
were taken only a few months apart.
One photo is of an eight-year-old girl with bare feet, dressed in a
long skirt and head scarf. She is standing in the middle of a flock of
sheep in front of a low house built of clay and stone. The other photo
shows the same girl, taken in front of a red, high-rise apartment with
a lot of cars around. She is now wearing jeans, a t-shirt, and tennis
shoes.
I am the girl in both pictures. But these are pictures of two widely
diﬀerent worlds.
I changed worlds when I was eight years old. It was then that
I moved with my family from a small Kurdish town in Turkey to
Denmark.
This book is about my two worlds. It is also about being “diﬀerent”
and foreign, arriving in Denmark from a country so diﬀerent that it
could just as well be another planet.
This is my “Danish History.” It is written with the hope that
Danes and foreigners who live in their country can come to a better
understanding of one another, and because I believe that deep down,
people are not so diﬀerent as we go around thinking we are….
We all dream of a meaningful and happy life.
Here, then is the story of my life. The story of a girl in two worlds….
Meryem Sert, 15 years
Allerød, February, 1987

1 Originally published as Pige i to verdener (Copenhagen, Denmark: Forlaget
Thorup, 1987).
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I. Denmark for the First Time
March 1979
The first thing I can remember are the sounds. I’m lying in the
back seat of a car, half-asleep, when I hear the sounds: strange sounds,
foreign words that don’t sound like anything I have ever heard before.
Then suddenly faces appear. Two men lean into the car, pointing and
uttering several strange sounds. My uncle, sitting at the wheel, nods
and drops his hand down into his coat pocket to get some papers,
which he hands over to the two men in uniform. Then he turns toward
us, smiles, and strokes my hair. “Don’t be afraid. This is not the police.
These two men are customs oﬃcers. There is nothing to be afraid of.
We are in Denmark now.”
I turn around, and I look at my big brother Cemal’s eyes. He is
sitting all the way back in the car with my twin brother, Hasan, and
they both appear bleary-eyed and a little uneasy. Like me, they are
just waking up. They are trying to figure out where we are and what
is happening.
In the front seat, my mother moves restlessly. Next to me is my
little sister, Nesli. She is the one who is taking the situation most calmly.
Nesli is only two years old. She is snoring with her mouth open, her
small hands resting on her stomach. I hold her hand carefully without
waking her up. It is nice to hold someone’s hand now. I already miss
my friends and family in my village. The past three days we have been
driving and driving to get here. And now we are here in Denmark for
the first time.
As we drive on from the station at the border and out into the
country, I sit and try the name, “Denmark, Denmark, Denmark….”
It feels strange in my mouth. So unusual, so peculiarly awkward.
Outside, snow is falling quietly down from heaven like large tufts of
cotton. Even though it is only early afternoon, it is slowly getting dark.
I sit with my nose pressed flat against the window so I can see as
much as possible. The countryside flies by. I’ve never seen so many
trees before. And the houses are built so well, with high roofs and lots
of lights in the window. “What kind of house is that?” asks Hasan as
we drive past a particularly large building.
“That is a church,” my uncle explains. “A church for the Danes is
the same as a mosque for us, a place where one goes to pray.” Hasan
nods. He hasn’t understood completely what my uncle was explaining.
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But that isn’t so important. Right now, he is more concerned with the
endless rows of cars we see everywhere. Where we come from there
aren’t nearly as many cars. To own a car in our village, one must have
a lot of money, and where we live there are many poor people.
Once again I think about my friends and my family. No more than
seventy-two hours ago, I said good-bye to all of them, but already I
miss them so much that I can feel it all the way down in my stomach.
We all cried and threw our arms around each other’s necks when my
uncle said that now it was time to leave. Even though we had been
preparing for months to leave and even though we had talked and
talked, night after night, about the new country where we would live,
it was still like a dream when we finally got in the car to leave the
place where we had always lived.
Before we drove away, I stood for a long time and looked at our
house. Afterwards, I went around and said good-bye to all the familiar
places. I looked at the sheep, goats, and cows that were just grazing
as if nothing were happening. When the car started, I looked at the
village for as long as I could, just until it disappeared like a small gray
puffball in the distance.
We were on the way to our new country, and it felt both frightening
and exciting….
This was all three days ago, but it feels more like three years.
“We will be there in a short while,” says my uncle, and he points out
through the windshield. “Those lights you can see in the distance are
from Copenhagen. You’ll be living just outside of Copenhagen in a
town called Allerød.”
Copenhagen, Allerød—more unusual sounds. But suddenly,
there is life in all of us. We are almost there. Nesli wakes up, and she
looks around with large dark eyes. I feel happy and excited. We’ll see
my father soon. I haven’t seen him in two years because he has been
working in Denmark to earn money. But soon we will all be together—
the whole family.
A few minutes later, when the car swings up in front of the house,
he is suddenly standing there. He wears a big smile, but at the same
time, he looks as if he is just about to cry. We are all very moved. I’m
also a little shy. It has been such a long time since I last saw him. But
then my father squats down right in front of me and looks me square
in the eyes. I feel how he lifts me up and squeezes me.
“Welcome, little Meryem,” he says. “Welcome to Denmark.”
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II. Life in a Small Village
I was born almost sixteen years ago in a small town by the name
of Bulduk in Turkey.
Bulduk is southeast from Ankara in the province of Konya, on the
dry Anatolian plateau, where the summers are long and warm. The
winters are short and cold. Bulduk is not exactly a large town. There
are about 5,000 inhabitants in the whole town, with several hundred
houses built of stone and clay.
When one drives over the flat plain toward Bulduk, the first thing
one sees are the slim towers and the minarets that stretch up from the
town’s mosques. The whole family comes from there, but even though
the town is in Turkey, we are not Turks, but Kurds.
Kurds are a people who have been persecuted for hundreds
of years, and who today live not only in Turkey, but also in Syria,
Iran, Iraq, and in the Soviet Union. Our dream is to one day have
independence in our own country, Kurdistan. But this is a dream
that unfortunately will not be realized for a long time. In spite of at
least fifteen million Kurds living in Turkey, Kurdish language and
culture is forbidden. When we go to school, we are forced to have
instruction in Turkish, even though we do not understand a sound in
the language. Turkish is also used exclusively in the newspapers and
on the radio. Kurdish books and newspapers are forbidden, and we
risk being punished if we read them.
The Turks won’t allow us to live as Kurds, because Kurdistan,
which also stretches into Iran, the Soviet Union, Iraq, and Syria, is a
very rich area with oil and other valuables that the Turkish government
doesn’t want to give up. As it is now, we do not get any share of the
wealth, which is why many Kurdish men leave their families and
go to the mountains where they revolt and fight against the Turkish
soldiers. Even though it is forbidden, we live as Kurds in Bulduk, just
like in hundreds of other towns in Turkey. After all, we are Kurds.
Life in our town is primitive. In many Kurdish towns one lives
as people lived in rural Denmark around the turn of the twentieth
century. Many Kurds are still not able to either read or write and in
some of the towns there is neither electricity, running water, nor other
modern conveniences like, for example, flush toilets. But at that time
we didn’t know any other way to live. Therefore, we didn’t know that
we actually lived primitively. Just like other people in Bulduk, we
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cultivated the soil and raised goats, cows, and sheep. From the goats
and cows, we got milk. They were milked every morning, and after
that, they were let loose in the streets so the boys in the town could
herd them out to a common grazing area. In the summer, the wool
was clipped from the sheep, and the women washed and dried the
wool and then spun the wool
into yarn. The yarn was dried
in strong colors (because we
love color) and, finally, sold....
All Kurdish girls learned to
spin yarn, and we have an
expression that says, “The
woman who is a good spinner
is also a good wife.” Every
day, my mother and the other
women in the town visited one
another to talk, sing, and spin
yarn together. We children
were always with them.
Kurds have a reputation
for having many children,
especially compared to Danes.
“Children are our future,” we
Meryem in Bulduk at age 5.
say in Kurdistan. There are
four children in my family, but it is very common for a family to have
seven, eight, nine, or ten children. Many children die before they grow
up, and it is the children who have to take care of their parents when
they get old and can no longer work. In our town there is nothing
called retirement pay. Sons have to take care of their parents. Until I
was eight years old, I lived with my family in Bulduk and was raised in
a traditional Kurdish manner. Shortly after I turned eight, something
happened which changed my life and my family’s life completely.
Several years earlier, my father’s brother, Süleyman, had left town
to find work. It was common for the head of a Kurdish family to leave
if he did not have a job. The ground on the plateau was dry and poor.
It was diﬃcult for the family to live oﬀ the land. At the same time,
farming was becoming modernized, which meant that millions of
farm workers were unemployed. Unemployment and the diﬃculty of
getting necessities for his family forced my uncle one day to travel to
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Denmark to earn money. In the letters he sent home to us, Süleyman
wrote that Denmark was a pleasant country where one could earn
good money and people were friendly.
It was at this time that my father made the decision which
changed our life. My father did not have enough work. One evening
he called the family together to tell us that he had made an important
decision. He would follow in his brother’s footsteps and travel to
Denmark to earn money so he could support his family. At the time,
I was, naturally, too small to understand all this. But both my father
and mother have since told me how all of this went.
For my father, it was not an easy decision to leave for a foreign
country where he would have to live without us for a while. He was
only twenty-two years old at the time and had never been outside the
borders of Turkey—yes, hardly even very far from Bulduk.
We are from a culture where one is not accustomed to travel, and
now he was on his way to an unknown country many thousands of
kilometers from his native land. To a land where he only knew one
person, where he couldn’t understand the language, and where he
didn’t know ahead of time whether he could get the job he had such
dire need for.
That day in 1972 when my father left, we all cried very much.
But there was nothing to do. He had to leave and we knew it. In the
weeks following, we waited, anxious for the first letter from Denmark.
When it finally came, the family gathered to hear how Mustafa Sert
was doing in the foreign country.
“Dear Everyone,” he wrote. “I miss you very much and think
about you all the time. Fortunately, it’s going well for me here in
Denmark. My first job was as a worker in a large road business in
Denmark’s capital, Copenhagen. But I didn’t stay at that job for long.
This was work for a robot and I didn’t like it. Instead, I have now
learned to weld and turn metal and have found a new and better job
as a welder in a factory.”
Along with the letter was a photo of my father standing in front
of a large tree with many branches. In Kurdistan there are hardly any
trees or bushes, so we were very impressed with all of the green in the
picture and agreed that Denmark must be an unbelievably beautiful
country—just like an oasis…. In the letter, my father also promised
that he would bring both chocolate and new dresses to us when he
came home on vacation for the first time.
57

But two years would pass before I would see my father again. And
then I couldn’t recognize him. I was three years old then and couldn’t
understand who that “foreign man” was who suddenly stood outside
the door one day.
“That is your father,” my mother said when I was very uneasy at
first with “the foreigner.”
“Yes, but why should he live with us?” I asked. All the grown-ups
laughed. My father lifted me up in his arms and explained that it was
necessary for him to be away from us in order to earn money, but that
now, he was home on vacation.
A few days later, I followed close to my father’s heels every minute
and was afraid all the time that he would disappear even when he
went to the neighbors for a moment. In those days, I begged that my
father would never leave us again….
III. A Family Uprooted
From 1972 to 1979 we only saw my father every other year, because
we could not aﬀord for him to travel the long distance from Denmark
to Bulduk more often. In those years my little sister, Nesli, was born
and that gave us enough to pay attention to. While my father was
away, Cemal, my older brother, was the man of the house. It was the
men who tilled the soil, took care of the animals, and were in charge of
the family, while the women took care of the children and housework.
This consisted of preparing food, weaving, milking, and producing
various provisions such as cheese, bread, and butter. It took a long
time when we had to prepare most of our food ourselves. Farm tools,
kitchen utensils, and the like we bought at the market in the nearest
large town, Konya.
Gradually, I became old enough to have daily responsibilities. The
first thing I had to do in the morning was fetch water at the well, so my
big brother could wash himself. After that, I had to gather wood and
sometimes also get grass for our donkey. After breakfast, which was
usually bread, cheese, olives, and tea, I was given permission to go out
and play, but rarely without having Nesli along. Of course, I didn’t
think it was as fun to have my little sister tag along every day. But one
gets used to it and most of my girlfriends also had a little brother or
sister that they had to take care of regularly.
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Generally, we carried the little ones on our backs in a type of
backpack, and that way we could run around easier. However, it was
necessary to keep our eyes open. The little ones could easily get in
trouble. There were both snakes and scorpions around the small towns
and it was far to the nearest doctor, especially in the winter when
traﬃc snarled because of the snow and it was diﬃcult to get outside
help. Then the towns could be cut oﬀ from the outside world for days
and many children died in the course of time because medicine or
doctors arrived too late.
But all of this, of course, did not prevent us from playing and
having a good time. The Kurds are unusually fond of children and we
always had a lot of playmates so no one had to feel like an outsider.
We made rag dolls of old material, sang, played hide-and-seek, and
skipped with bundles of fabric, because that was all we had.
We also pulled a lot of crazy pranks. As soon as we could steal
away, we would sneak down to the local shops where we bought candy
by trading corn and wool. Money was seldom used when shopping.
People bartered, and we children enjoyed that. For example, I would
sneak into our chicken coop and steal eggs directly from the hen and
the next minute ask the grocer to exchange the eggs for cookies or
other goodies.
That is how we spent our time until I was six years old and
started to go to school. On the first day of school, my mother gave me
a uniform, a black dress with a white collar, and sent me to school,
on the outskirts of the town. There were thirty students in my class
and we had the same teacher for all subjects. When my father went
to school here there was only one teacher for all 400 students. Each
school day started with our teacher thoroughly checking our nails and
hair to see if we were clean. Those who were not received a bad mark
in the grade book.
In Turkey one goes to school for at least five years, but poor
students dropped out along the way. It would be an exaggeration to
say that I liked my school. In fact, I hated school with all my heart.
The class was divided into two rooms, one for the “dummies” and
the other for the “smart” students. I always sat in the dummy row.
Once you were identified as a dummy you were never considered to
be anything else by the teacher or the other students. If there was a
question that one of us from the “dummy row” could not answer, the
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teacher turned to the “smart” students and asked: “Can you tell her
the correct answer …?”
Instruction was in Turkish and during the first year, none of us
Kurdish students could understand a word. It was strictly forbidden
to speak a word of our own language, Kurdish. If we did it anyway,
we were punished instantly, as a rule, and got one or more slaps with
a cane. It was not a huge surprise that I dropped out after the first year
of school.
But soon after, something happened that made me think about
everything else besides school in Bulduk: we were going to Denmark….
It was my father who decided that we should travel. With a family
of six to provide for, he knew that it would be years before he had
saved enough money to start the small shop he had dreamed about in
Turkey. After he had been alone in Denmark for seven long years, he
missed us so much that now he thought it was about time that we sold
the few belongings we had in town and came to Denmark so that we
could live as a real family again.
My heart almost stood still with excitement when I learned that
we would travel. I had long dreamed that the whole family would live
together again—and now my father had written for us to come. It was
almost too good to be true. I quickly ran to tell my friends that now I
was going to travel all the way to Europe to a foreign country named
Denmark to live there.
In the weeks thereafter I was nearly the town’s most popular girl.
Everyone came to play with me and hear about the country where we
would live. For Kurds it was a dream for many families to travel to
Europe to earn money, and each day they had to work hard to merely
make money to get enough to eat. For us this dream was becoming a
reality and I was becoming an exciting “woman of the world,” because
now I could experience life outside our town.
“Is it true that in Denmark one has both cold and warm water
coming out of the faucets?” my friend asked. “And is it true that the
girls run around in pants and all the Danes have their own cars and
that their hair is just as light as the sun…?” “Is it true that they all have
TV and that they can get light just by pressing a button?”
I shrugged my shoulders. I didn’t know—but it was probably
true. I knew, at any rate, that Denmark sounded like paradise, an oasis
without worries, where everything would be okay and where life was
light and happy.
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I was eight years old then. Isn’t it understandable that I was
mistaken…?
IV. A New World
I sit in an oﬃce in the middle of a large building. Outside, adults
and children hurry by. A bell rings, the door slams closed. Someone
calls out and somewhere it sounds like a group of children singing.
It is my first day of school in Denmark. I am eight years old and
soon I will start in the second grade. My stomach feels queasy. I am
afraid and so shy that I can feel the trembling all the way down to my
toes.
We have lived in Denmark for several months now and I still don’t
really know what I think about it. We live well enough, in a house
with both warm and cold water from the faucet, but I miss my friends
and my family back home in the village.
At night, when I’m in bed, I often dream that I am back in Turkey.
I dream that I’m playing with my girlfriends and visiting families with
my father and mother. Up here, we don’t know anyone. Everything
is so diﬀerent, with cars, shops, and people everywhere. Everything
goes so fast, and it is hard to find someone to play with.
Every day when my father comes home from work, he sits down
with Cemal, Hasan, and me and writes Danish words in a notebook.
My father says that the faster we learn Danish, the easier it will be
for us. Hasan and I also get Danish instruction in orientation class, so
gradually I learn a few words. But I think it sounds strange when I try
to speak Danish, almost like bubbling oatmeal.
Suddenly a smiling lady stands in front of me: “Hello, you must
be Meryem. My name is Lilly. I’m your new teacher.” The lady takes
my hand and we start to walk through a series of hallways. On the
way, Lilly tells me all sorts of things about the school, the teachers,
and my new classmates. I try to understand as much as possible.
A little later we stand outside the music room where the second
grade is meeting. When we step in, the room becomes very quiet. All
the students turn their heads toward me and just stare. I have a runny
nose and feel so little and shy that I can’t do anything but stare at the
floor.
“This is Meryem,” says Lilly. “She is from Turkey and has just
moved to Denmark with her family. Meryem will be in your class and
I hope you will welcome her.”
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Then Lilly takes me to a table where there is an empty place next
to a boy. At my school in Bulduk, I was used to girls and boys always
sitting separately. But I am entirely too scared to do anything else but
take the seat that Lilly showed me.
A little later I manage to lift my head and look around. There they
sit – my new classmates. They looked so funny. So much light hair –
and their clothes are so diﬀerent. But they look sweet. Several smile
at me, and I try to smile at them. But it is not easy. Not when one is
as shy as I am. After class it is time for a lunch break, and the teacher
comes to me and asks if I would like some of her food. I don’t dare say
yes. As a Muslim, I am not allowed to eat pork and I am afraid there
could be pork in the food that the teacher gives me. I politely say, “no
thanks.” Otherwise, I am not a bit hungry. I am too excited even to
think about food.
Afterward, during recess, the girls gather around me. They are
also shy. But they ask me a lot of questions anyway.
“Do you have a mother?” they ask. “What country do you come
from?” “Why can’t you speak Danish?” “Why is your hair so black?”
“How old are you?” They ask all at once, at the same time they
compete for holding my hand.
I just stand and smile and cannot answer at all.
Most of what they said, I could not understand. But I could see
in their smiles and notice from the way they took my hand that they
thought it was exciting that their new classmate was an immigrant
girl. I stood and looked at my new classmates and said nothing. But
inside I was happy. The first day of school in my new country was not
so bad after all.
Last night, my father came home with something I had never seen
before. They were some small black bubbles made of chocolate with
some strange, white foam inside. “The Danes call them cream balls,”
my father explained. “Try one.” Hasan and I sat for a long time and
looked at the small black bubbles, but none of us wanted to sink our
teeth into them. They looked too strange…. The same was true of
the bread the Danes eat. They call it rye bread. But it looks almost as
unusual as the cream balls and is not at all like the white bread I knew
from the village. Even though my father says they taste good, I have
never eaten either rye bread or cream balls… never.
I have now been in my new school for three months. Every day
I get better and better at speaking Danish. In between I still think it
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sounds like oatmeal bubbling but now I understand a little of what
the bubbles mean. I am okay with the other children in the class, even
though they often play something that I don’t know at all.
But today games happened that made me uncomfortable, even
though I didn’t understand it. During recess we all ran around and
played in the yard. Suddenly a boy from the sixth grade ran in front
of me and spat on me: “Hey there, Turkish cat. You’re a strange one,
aren’t you?” Even though I didn’t understand what he meant, it made
me feel bad. For the rest of recess, I hid in the bathroom and waited for
the bell to ring for the next class.
That evening, I asked my father what it meant to be diﬀerent.
“Being diﬀerent,” he explained, “means that you are not exactly like
the other children in the school. Almost all of them were born here
in Denmark and have grown up with Danish culture and Danish
customs. You, on the other hand, are Kurdish. We Kurds have a
diﬀerent religion and diﬀerent way of living than the Danes, even
though we have to live here in Denmark—for a short while—to earn
money.”
“And, then, we do look diﬀerent,” said my father and pulled
my coal black hair. “But always remember: being diﬀerent does not
mean that you are worthless. Not at all. Try to imagine how boring
everything would be if all people were alike. I’m well aware that it can
be diﬃcult not to look like the others and do the same things they do.
But think about it—being diﬀerent means that you have something
that the others do not have.... You are Kurdish. And that you should
be happy and proud of… even if one day you are teased by a large
codfish.”
That night I lay awake for a long time, thinking for the first time in
my life that I was diﬀerent. I had never felt diﬀerent before and I was
far from sure that I liked the feeling....
V. Welcome to Paradise
As the days, weeks, and months pass, we have started to get better
acquainted with our new “paradise.”
We have moved to a large brick house, into an apartment on the
second floor, with a balcony. It seems strange to live so high up. At
home in the village there is no house higher than one story and when
I stand out on our balcony it feels as if I am flying.
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The apartment is completely modern with electricity, a kitchen,
toilet, and a chute for throwing away trash. It is enormously clever and
we think that it is nice to live in a place where everything functions
so easily.
We have also purchased a little furniture. This is the first time in
my life that I have sat on a sofa. In the village no one has furniture,
much less a bed. People don’t use them where I come from. Instead,
one sits on thick carpets woven of goats’ hair or wool, and at night
one sleeps on the mattresses that are rolled out on the floor or, in the
summer when it is too warm to sleep indoors, on the roof of the house.
There is much that we have to get used to here in Denmark. For
example, we aren’t able to get all of the ingredients that we need to
prepare food at home. There are of course many very large stores
where you can find anything on earth. But all the same, it is diﬃcult
for my mother to find the things she used to have when she prepared
food. On the whole, I think my mother is the one who faces the most
diﬃculties here in Denmark.
My father goes to work and is away the whole day. We children,
except for Nesli, who is still too young, go to school and are together
with our classmates. My mother, on the other hand, seldom goes
anywhere. Once in a while we visit a Pakistani family that we have
met, or my aunt and uncle, who live in Helsingør. But it is diﬃcult to
go back and forth and in reality, we are mostly alone.
It is especially hard for my mother. In the village she was used
to seeing many people every single day. If a neighbor didn’t look in
at least once a day, she would say: “What has happened? Why didn’t
my neighbor stop by today? Is she sick? I will have to go to see her
immediately.”
In Bulduk there was always someone to talk to and be together
with, while the men did their daily work. It is completely diﬀerent
now and my mother is having a hard time getting used to never
having someone knock at her door.
Even though we have lived here more than a year, we barely
know our neighbors. We greet one another, if we run into each other
on the stairway. But otherwise we keep to ourselves and mind our
own business.
For us, this is unusual. We Kurds are a sociable community and
we have never been accustomed to locking our doors. We love to
have guests and visit other people. The Danes do too, perhaps. But
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occasionally I think they act as if they would rather keep other people
at a distance. The few Danes we have met until now have been very
friendly, but I think it disappoints all of us that they are so diﬃcult to
come in contact with.
Sometimes I get the impression that it is only at Christmas time
that Danish families are really interested in being together. And when
families have been visiting for a few days, they often say: “Now they
have been here two whole days. Won’t they ever go home?” With us,
it is the exact opposite. We have just had a visit from my two uncles
and aunts with their four children. Fortunately, they were here for
fourteen days. In Kurdistan we are used to having families live very
close together, and they and the guests go in and out of each other’s
homes as they would like.
I know now that the Danes and the Kurds look diﬀerently upon
social gatherings. Maybe it is based on the way we have each lived
and grown up.
But I just can’t stop thinking that it seems you have to arrange a
time if you want to get together with Danes.
In school all is going well even though my father learned at the
parents’ meeting that I could be studying more…, which was probably
true. In the beginning it was extremely diﬃcult for me to understand
what the teachers said in the classes. But now it is no problem. I have
gotten used to always having a notebook in my school bag where I
write down the words I don’t understand. Later the teacher or my
father helps me to find them. My classmates are also good about
helping when a word is especially challenging. Today, for example, I
learned what the word hyggeligt (cozy) means. That is a word Danes
use often. To be “cozy” means that one sits and makes small talk about
everything and drinks tea or coﬀee.
In Kurdistan people are also cozy—we just call it something else.
I am now starting the fourth grade and have been speaking fluent
Danish for a long time. Perhaps I learned the language so quickly
because I devoured all the books I came in contact with.
It is nice that we can go to the library anytime and borrow exactly
what we have interest in and read about everything from the Stone
Age to how the first man went to the moon. I think libraries are a
fantastic invention, even though my father has said on occasion that I
read too much. Maybe I do. But I also have much to absorb. And I will
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surely find time to both read my assignments and help my mother as
well.
Fortunately, housework has become much easier now that we
have running water, heat, and a real kitchen. But there is still a lot that
my younger sister and I have to help with. Shopping is one of the most
important things that my mother cannot do alone because she can’t
read what it says on the items, and she can’t talk to the shopkeepers
either.
Maybe she is also a little frightened of walking around a big city,
which is why I always go with her.
We have fun when we go shopping together. We chatter and talk
about everything. But I don’t think I will ever get used to people staring
at us, even though I admit that we don’t look very ordinary: mother in
her traditional Kurdish clothing with a shawl and everything and me
in my jeans, sweatshirt, and sneakers.
In the beginning my mother complained that I don’t dress like she
does, in the Kurdish clothing we wore in the village at home – but my
mother, fortunately, didn’t try to force me to do so. If I wore Kurdish
clothing to school, I would feel completely like an outsider and I am
sure that others would laugh at me.
It is not because the Kurdish clothing is not beautiful, because it
really is. But it is so diﬀerent. And even though I am seldom teased in
school, I think I am diﬀerent enough as I am ....
But I can still understand my mother. I know she is afraid that I
will forget who I am and where I come from. In spite of the fact that
we both speak Kurdish and live like Kurds, she is afraid that I will
become a Danish girl—and sometimes she looks at me as if she can’t
recognize me. Perhaps she is right. Sometimes I can’t recognize myself
either. Everything goes so fast. There are so many new things to learn
and understand that every once in a while my head spins.
In-between, I feel that life here in Denmark is just like a merry-goround where the world goes round and round, where new things turn
up all the time, and where it is impossible to get oﬀ quickly—even if
I wanted to.
Maybe I am exaggerating. But I know specifically that what I miss
most of all here in Denmark is a girl who is the same age as I am. A girl
I could talk to, one who would listen and help me understand what is
happening to me.
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When I am sad, I often think about the village and the evenings
when my friends and I just lay and stared up at the sky. In Kurdistan,
the temperatures in summer can top 100 degrees and therefore we
often slept out in the fresh air on the rooftops of the houses, where the
nights are definitely cool.
Here we spent evening after evening just lying and looking out
into the night, where thousands of sparkling stars formed the most
fantastic patterns before our eyes. Here we girls lay, hand in hand, and
dreamed of the future and happiness and told each other stories with
the moon as a reading lamp, until we dropped oﬀ to sleep.
I believe that is what I long for so strongly, someone to tell my
adventures to....
VI. The Arrest
Time flies. Just as we begin one school year, the next one comes
rushing. I can’t completely comprehend that I have been in Denmark
for four years and now I am in the sixth grade. School gets better all
the time. For the first time in a long while, I have started to think
that it is fun to go to school. In Turkey I never studied. Here I study
wholeheartedly and enjoy it as well.
It’s strange, but also enjoyable, because I realize that I am slowly
getting more self-assured. In the first few classes, as a rule, I sat and
prayed that the teacher would not call on me or ask me to come to the
board. Now I have nothing against speaking up and I am no longer
afraid to be stopped in the middle of a sentence because I can’t express
in Danish what I wish to say. At long last I have a handle on the funny
oatmeal language and I’m happy about that.
This morning, I woke up to find my mother crying. When I came
into the living room, she sat with a letter in her hand and tears running
down her cheeks.
“What has happened?” I asked and put my arm around her.
“They have taken Ali. He was arrested last week. Now he is in
prison and will surely not get out soon. And he is only nineteen years
old….” My mother cried again. I thought of Ali and thought about
how strange it was that now he sat locked up in the cell thousands of
kilometers from here. How lonesome he must be just now....
Ali and his parents lived next door to us in the village. But last
year Ali was seldom in Bulduk at his parents’ house. He had gone up
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into the mountains to join the Kurds who fight with weapons to get
autonomy in our own country.
Ali had become a freedom fighter, though that is certainly not
the word the Turkish authorities and soldiers would use. They would
rather regard Ali—and all the other Kurds who fight just as he did so
that we can get our own country—as criminals.
And now they have put Ali in prison. When I started to think
about it, I felt about to cry. But instead I made up my mind to prepare
a package with a lot of delicacies and send them to Ali. He deserves
some encouragement and that was the least we could do for him.
While my mother and I were getting the package ready, I thought
about how divided our unjust world really is. I mean, here we live in
peace and quiet, with everything we need, and never have to be afraid
of walking in the streets, being put in prison, or just plain being shot.
We feel safe and we know that we have the right to think, say, and
believe as we please.
Other countries are far from so safe and comfortable. There are
countries where people lie awake at night in fear of being arrested or
assaulted or killed, perhaps just because they have a diﬀerent opinion
than those who are in power. There are countries where people have
to leave their families and their friends and live as outlaws, running
from the enemy all the time. And then there are countries where just
getting a little to eat is a struggle and where one only has power to
think about where the next meal will come from.
With all this in mind, I thought about Ali and I suddenly felt very
privileged. Here I am, in a country where I don’t need to be afraid of
being hungry or arrested for no reason.
I saw Ali’s face in front of me and I promised myself that from
now on I would do everything I could for all these people in the world
who are hungry or hunted or struggling just to live an ordinary life.
Although on the one hand there is nothing I can do about it, I
cannot just passively look on, but must shout, protest, change things.
That day I promised myself to try.
“We will never forget you, Ali,” I wrote on a note and closed the
package.
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VII. The Lecture
I got up very early this morning, put on my best clothes, and got
ready to go to school. I am quite nervous, probably because this is the
day I have to talk to the class about my native country. Our teacher
asked if I would and, almost before I had a chance to think carefully
about it, I had said “yes.”
Why, heaven only knows....
“You aren’t all there, Meryem,” I say to myself as I stand and
brush my teeth. Then I start to smile, both out of nervousness and
because I really don’t feel very smart at this moment. I see myself in
the mirror. Damn. I am getting a pimple the size of a cherry on my
forehead—today of all days.
Aside from that I am very pleased with my appearance. I’ve grown
lately and my hair is now finally as long as I had always dreamed of
it being.
In my old school in Kurdistan it was strictly forbidden to
have long hair. The teachers thought that short hair was the only
appropriate length for a girl who wanted to keep herself really clean.
Such nonsense.
I remember that I fought like crazy to keep the bit of hair I had
before we traveled to Denmark. At that time, I was convinced that all
girls in Europe had long hair and I refused to be the only one in the
whole world who had short hair shaped like a bowl.
But there was nothing to be done about it. I hated our teacher
from the bottom of my heart when she cut my hair in the middle of
the lesson while I stood in front of the class, despite my resisting like
a sheep going oﬀ to be slaughtered.
But now I am standing here, falling to pieces. That’s no good. A
little later, I take oﬀ on my bicycle toward school. It is about a twentyminute trip. It is the first day with a hint of spring, and I want to feel
the warm wind waking me up.
In Kurdistan the winters lasted three months—that was the end of
that and then the sun came out. Here in Denmark I sometimes think
that it snows and freezes more than half the year. But many Danes
surely feel the same.
Even though by now I have lived in Denmark for six years, I still
think it is beautiful and that it is so clean everywhere, compared to
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Bulduk at any rate, where dust is everywhere because it is bone-dry
most of the year.
But now I’m daydreaming again. Pull yourself together, Meryem.
Soon you will stand in front of 7b and have to explain how it feels to
be thirteen and an immigrant girl from a country that few have ever
heard about. Not an easy task, is it?
We have German during the first hour. Even though language is
one of my best subjects, I sit there and only listen with half an ear
while our teachers persistently try to interest us in the mystery of
German verbs. I simply cannot keep from thinking of how in a little
while it will be me standing up there, trying to say something.
The bell rings for Danish class at eleven o’clock and soon class
is in session. When Lilly, our teacher, calls me up to the blackboard,
my heart beats so loudly I am convinced that it can be heard through
the whole school. My mouth is as dry as an eraser and my hands are
sweating while I unfold the papers on the lectern. I took lots of time
to prepare myself for this lecture, to read, open the book, and make
maps.
But all of a sudden it is as if my eyes refuse to read the hundreds
of words flying in front of me on the papers. Instead, I hear myself, to
my own amazement, begin to speak. To begin with, the words stumble
out of my mouth as if they had tripped over someone’s leg. But soon
it goes better and better and before I am aware of it, I am speaking to
the many eyes as if I had never done anything else.
I tell them about the village, about how I played with my friends
in the moonlit night while the whole city rang with our happy voices,
of our goats and sheep who were born in the spring, the sweetest
young ones we nursed and loved as if they had been our own, of the
morning fragrance of newly baked bread from the clay ovens, and of
the heaven’s stars as we fell asleep in the evening. I tell of the village
women who died in childbirth because the nearest doctor lived half
a dozen kilometers away, how we had to constantly be on guard for
snakes and the scorpions that are so poisonous that their bite could
kill a child, and of fasting during Ramadan, when Muslims don’t
eat for a whole month during the hours when the sun is up. I tell
of my Kurdish friends, of sorrow and joy in the village, and of my
grandmother’s adventures, about the fragrance from the earth when
the first signs of spring appear, how it was that I, as a little girl, had to
leave all that I knew and travel to a foreign country. I talk as if I had
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never thought of stopping. I want to tell them everything, who I am; I
want them to understand.
When I am finished at long last it is completely quiet in the
classroom. I stand and looked down at the floor and dare not look up.
The silence lasts for hours, it seems to me.
Then comes the first question. Then the next – and the next. All
of a sudden, questions are raining down on me. They want to know
more. They are interested. They ask and ask, wanting me to tell more
about my country – about myself. This is the first time I have stood
and told about myself, my people, our traditions and customs. And
for the first time there are some Danes who are really listening….
When I bicycle home that afternoon, it feels as if it is seriously
spring. I ride with an inexplicable pride and a feeling of being ten
pounds lighter.
They listened to me! They had really paid attention. I was able
to explain to my classmates, for whom a detached house, deep
freeze, color TV, stereo equipment, and car are just as matter of fact
as breathing, that far away in a little village on the Anatolian plateau
lives a people who, in spite of their being diﬀerent and impoverished,
have the same dreams and hopes of living a happy life. Perhaps it
was helpful for me to explain that people like me—in spite of external
diﬀerences—are not so diﬀerent inside....
You see, I was not in doubt: it is spring!
VIII. Looking for a Scapegoat
I have found work. The other day, I saw an ad in our local paper:
“Young girl needed in a bakery,” it said. I raced down there as quickly
as my bicycle could carry me and soon the job was mine.
I like serving customers. I meet so many funny and crazy people.
The other girls in the shop are sweet and we have a good time together,
even though we are almost always busy.
Sundays are the best work days. Families in Denmark on Sunday
morning are a bit of a strange sight. Half of the town comes strolling
through in pajamas, robes, slippers, shirts hanging outside their pants,
and exercise clothes. They try heroically to stay awake while we pass
rolls, rusks, whole grain bread, milk, and cheese over the counter until
we are blue in the face.
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In the mornings, it is mostly men who are sent down for provisions
from the bakery. Later in the afternoon is whipped-cream-cake time,
which is apparently an important purchase that housewives dare not
leave to their Sunday sleepy men.
Sundays after two o’clock is a big time for women buying
Napoleon cakes and cream pastries. Later—about five o’clock—the
customers begin to thin out. We send thankful thoughts to Krystle,
Blake, Alexis, and all the other characters from Dallas who, for the
next hour, will mesmerize attention on the television screen and give
us a much needed breathing space.
I have now worked at the bakery for almost five months and I still
can’t figure out Mrs. Larsen, who is the boss at the bakery. Sometimes
she is like butter and twitters that we really must take a little bread
home to our families. Other times she is ice cold and says things that
make me unhappy, such as the other day when one of the girls, in a
quiet moment, asked Mrs. Larsen:
“By the way, why don’t any boys work in the shop?”
“Because,” said Mrs. Larsen, “we don’t want anything to do with
boys and foreigners here….” A painful silence followed Mrs. Larsen’s
declaration.
I heard, of course, distinctly what she said. But I tried to behave
as if I was busy putting some things in place so she wouldn’t see how
much her words had hurt me.
I didn’t understand her. What had I done to her? I knew I did my
work, so that couldn’t have been the reason. But why, then? Then I
heard her again: “I know several employers who simply will not have
foreigners working for them. They notice that they all travel home
whenever they like.…”
I turned around and looked at her. I didn’t care now. “I don’t
understand. You asked us to come here. You can’t expect that we will
travel back only when you approve. That is not fair.”
Mrs. Larsen looked at me in surprise – as if she had just discovered
that I was in the shop. Then she opened her mouth. She was angry.
“Now you should stop. I don’t want to stand here and discuss this
topic with you,” she said in a loud voice. Then she turned on her heel
and disappeared into the back of the bakery.
I could feel my pulse pounding. I was also angry. But in contrast
to Mrs. Larsen, I think I had a good reason to be angry. What had I
done to this woman? Why did she keep on nagging me and why had
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she employed me if she didn’t want foreigners inside her door? And
why the sudden friendship in between—how could one be two such
diﬀerent people in such a short time?
I clamped down on my agitation and tried to smile when I gave a
sweet elderly lady half of a butter-wreath pastry a little later. It didn’t
make me happy….
Today, my twin brother Hasan came home from school and was
sad. He wouldn’t say why. My mother tried to ask him what the matter
was but he just shook his head and went into his room.
I knew well why Hasan was hanging his head—I could see it in
his face—but I didn’t say anything. It is so hard to explain—it is so
diﬃcult to talk about, and so you just want to control your anger and
be alone…. I knew what was wrong with Hasan. Allerød is a small
town and the ingenuity among the people who think it is enjoyable
to shout nicknames and bother us is not overwhelmingly impressive.
We all know about being yelled at, but we don’t like to talk about
it. Once in a while I wish that those who hound us would one day
experience how it is to be laughed at and humiliated while others
look on. They should know how it feels to walk down the street and
suddenly hear shouts of “Turks,” “Pakis,” or “Bum.” When I hear
these shouts, I always try with all the power I have to pretend as if
they don’t make any diﬀerence, as if things could be worse. But inside
I am ashamed and am embarrassed as I hurry away.
The anger comes later. What have I done to these people? Why do
they scoﬀ at me? They don’t know me. They have no idea who I am,
but they still feel as if they have the right to annoy me and my family,
as if it were the most natural thing in the world.
What makes me so angry is that these people don’t even give us a
fair chance. After all, what do they know about us? Yes, they know we
are foreign, that we look diﬀerent. Naturally, they know all the stupid
prejudices: that business about us slaughtering goats on the balconies.
That male immigrants steal the Danish girls, and that we live oﬀ the
Danish social programs without lifting a finger….
But aside from that, what do they know? Do they know that
our fathers came to Denmark at a time when Denmark had too little
unemployment and needed willing hands to do society’s dirtiest and
most poorly paid work? Do they know what it is like to work in a
foreign country for years while one’s family lives 3,000 kilometers
away?
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Do they know that we pay taxes just like all the other families in
Denmark? That we are also people, with feelings, pride, and a need to
be accepted, and that we—even though we miss our own land—are
also fond of the land we live in now, Denmark?
Do they know that? I doubt it, because if they knew, I don’t think
they would shout at us, for then they would know how it hurts. I
don’t think that those who think it is funny to pressure us here in
our town are racists, even though they scare me with their shouting.
Sometimes, when you get close to them, you can see the uncertainty
in their eyes. They are unsure because we are diﬀerent—and because
we are diﬀerent, why?
Sometimes I am afraid of what might happen in the future,
whether we immigrants over the years will become less accepted.
I can’t stop thinking about it, especially after what I saw on the TV
news a few weeks ago.
We watched an interview with a young man. He called himself
“Lille-Sten” and was twenty-two years old. He explained with pride
that he is a racist and that he hates immigrants and refugees. “Pakis,”
he called us. “‘Pakis’ are just like animals,” he said on TV. “They come
up here and weasel their way in. Steal our jobs and smuggle a bunch
of hard stuﬀ into the country. That’s why we don’t like them. That’s
why they should leave....”
After the TV news, we all sat quietly, not looking each other in
the eyes. But then my father said something that I had never thought
of before. He said it was a waste of good energy to hate the few
Danes who, like “Lille-Sten,” try to whip up hatred towards all that is
foreign. He explained that, in reality, the “ignorance” that is shameful
is racism and that “Lille-Sten” and his friends were people who had
problems, lacked work, or education and who felt so squeezed that
they looked for something weaker than themselves that they could
blame for all their problems.
“That’s why immigrants and refugees are made scapegoats. We
are the weakest they can find,” concluded my father. I said nothing. I
was so angry with the rubbish that I didn’t even to try to understand
my father’s arguments. But a few days later, after I had thought it over
a little, I could easily see that perhaps what he said was not so crazy.
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IX. Summer at Last
It is truly summer. The sun hangs all day in the sky like a huge
projector, sending warmth and happiness down to us. It surprises me
every year what a miracle the summer is. It is almost as if the first sun
rays and warm days change the Danes with a single blow.
Away with the past half-year of down jackets, thermal socks,
boots, and cold air. In with thin shirts, bikinis, sandals, and summer
smiles, red and white flags in the small gardens, and pale men behind
the lawnmower, barefoot on a green, green background. That is my
picture of a summer landscape in Denmark. On a day like this it is
impossible not to like everyone—or at least try to....
We are busy packing. Early tomorrow morning, we leave on
vacation to Turkey and the village. A few days ago, my father drove
home with a car he had just bought, a Volkswagen van, shaped like a
loaf of rye bread. I must admit that even though I am not crazy about
rye bread, I like this car. There is lots of room for all six of us and the
three tons of baggage it looks like we will have with us.
I’m excited about seeing the village again. It has been so long. All
my friends. I wonder if some of them are already married. Engaged at
least? That happens early among the Kurds.
Will they recognize me again? I have changed in the last eight
years. And even though we have visited Kurdistan since we moved,
there is still a diﬀerence between the little shy Kurdish girl who left the
village of Bulduk and the Danish girl I resemble now. Did I say Danish
girl? Yes, perhaps I did. But my heart beats steadily in Kurdish—even
though there might be some Danish beats in the rhythm.
In three days we will be there. I can hardly wait. This time I have
someone to write home to. I have a girl friend. A Danish girl friend.
And I promised to write….
X. Hi Hanne — Konya, 22 June 1986
Dear Hanne:
I’m sitting on the balcony in our apartment and writing these lines
to you. Actually, I wanted to write earlier but everything has been so
confusing these first days that I have barely had a minute to myself.
But now everyone else has gone visiting for a little while and
I have peace and quiet to send you the latest news. The trip down
here went well (up to a point), even though it was hard to ride in a
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car three days in a row. Our car broke down, of course, someplace in
Yugoslavia, so we had to stop, get a mechanic, and everything. That’s
why I say that there is something rotten about Danish rye bread.
At the Turkish border, we waited several hours until it was finally
our turn to get the car and papers checked. The waiting wasn’t so
bad because there was a lot to see. The cars stood in long lines and
waited to get into Turkey. Most of them were apparently just like us,
immigrants who live and work in another country and are now on the
way home for summer vacation.
As we sat, bumper to bumper, I couldn’t help but think that we
were a modern caravan of nomads. Perhaps that is what we really are:
nomads who move around Europe, looking for places where we can
find work.
My father explained that it is not at all diﬃcult to see where the
guest workers are coming back from. One just has to look at their cars.
Those who drive Volvos are “Swedish.” “Germans” drive mostly in
Mercedes and Volkswagens, and those who work in France puﬀ along
in small French cars. The “Danish” cars are a blend of makes—so we
are not as easy to recognize.
Anyway, at long last we arrived. The city we live in is Konya. It
is quite a large city, about the size of Aarhus. The reason we live here
and not out in the village is that my grandparents have just moved
to Konya to be closer to my uncle and aunt, who have a shop here in
town that sells fabric, yarn, and things like that.
From here to Bulduk is about three hours by car. In a few days we
will all go there to visit family and friends. But you’ll hear about that
later. For the time being, I’m just enjoying sitting here in the sun alone,
drinking tea, eating sunflower seeds, and writing to you.
From where I am sitting, I can keep up nicely with what is
happening down on the street and around the other houses. Just now
a boy is walking below with a large tray with freshly baked coﬀee
cake on his head. “Fresh coﬀee cake, buy my fresh pastry,” he shouts.
You suddenly get hungry for something good to eat.
Over on the corner an old man is vigorously chopping wood. It
seems a bit comical. It is at least thirty-five degrees (C.) in the shade
and firewood isn’t the first thing that comes to mind. But o.k., as I said,
the winter in this part of Turkey can be bitterly cold, so it is not a bad
idea to be prepared.
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Now I can hear the call to prayer from the large mosque close by.
The mullahs, as we call our priests, call us to prayer five times a day.
They do it with help of some large speakers that can be heard all over
town. When the mullah’s voice echoes through the streets, people
start to pray immediately, no matter where they are. For anyone who
hasn’t seen it before, it is definitely a strange sight when people kneel
on their prayer rugs or a piece of paper, or whatever they have, and
bow towards Mecca (Mohammad’s holy city) while saying a whole lot
of prayers. But it is our custom to pray like that.
A lot of young people down here are not very diligent about
praying (that includes me) and many of us go to the mosque only on
Fridays, the holy day for Muslims. My grandfather, on the other hand,
goes to the mosque several times a day and never misses a prayer. But
he is also sixty-nine and comes from a time when everyone followed
religion to the letter.
Since we came we have been sitting up each evening and talking
late into the night. As you can imagine, we have a lot to tell since we
haven’t seen each other for a few years. It is nice to see everyone again,
even though much has changed. Or perhaps it is me. My aunt teases
me a little that they do not recognize me and that I have become a
Danish girl. “Such nonsense,” I answer. But deep inside I know well
that there is something true about what she says. Sometimes I feel that
I don’t belong here in Turkey or in Denmark. It’s a strange feeling....
But I have to go now. I can hear that the others have come home.
I’ve promised to help my mother with dinner.
I hope you are well and enjoying the summer. I’ll write again soon.
Loving greetings,
Meryem
P.S. I saw the Cosby Show last night on Turkish TV. They simulcast
almost all the foreign programs down here. You should hear the
Cosby family speak flawless Turkish—funny, funny!
XI. Hi Hanne — Bulduk, 30 June 1986
Hi Hanne:
Phew, it is hot here. I’m writing to you from town where it is so
warm that you could fry an egg on your head, if you were bald.
We have been in Bulduk for three days now. We came here on
Thursday after a long, warm drive. I was very excited when we finally
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saw the town emerge over the horizon like a little dusty spot. All of a
sudden I thought it was several hundred years since I had been here
last. I knew of course that it was nonsense, but that’s the way it felt.
Now after a few days it’s going better. Even though it has been
a long time, everything is apparently just as it used to be. The house
where I was born, the school, shops where as a child I traded eggs for
candy, the old ladies in the doorways, men with their glasses of tea in
the café, children playing among the sheep and goats—everything is
familiar.
Last night part of the family gathered at the home of my aunt
and uncle, Osman and Miyase. Osman used to work in Denmark,
like many of the men. But he came back after a few years, because he
missed his family and friends too much. Now he makes a living by
building houses and is happy about it, even though money is tight.
I wish you could have been along last evening. Then you would
have experienced a Kurdish family dinner and seen how our customs
are diﬀerent from yours. Just listen: the first thing you do as a guest
here in Kurdistan is place your shoes outside the door. Then you
knock on the passageway and walk in. Everyone who is younger than
the guests stands up, greets the guests, and remains standing until the
guests sit down.
It is polite to seat a guest at the highest point. That means, in
practice, that the guest gets the thickest pillow to sit on, because, as
you know, people don’t use furniture in Kurdistan but instead have
thick rugs and pillows all over. Politeness is very important for the
Kurds. For example, no man would dream of smoking in front of his
father. That is true even if the son is fifty years old and the father
is seventy-five. Younger men don’t take part in conversations either,
unless they are asked about something directly.
Respect for elders is big here in Kurdistan. Everyone listens to
what they say and respects their advice, because they know that the
elderly have lived for many years and therefore have life experience.
I believe that the Danes could learn something from the respect the
Kurds have for the elderly in society.
I don’t think that older people in Denmark get respect when they
can no longer work or earn money. They seem to be in the way and
are placed in small rooms in old people’s homes, where they can sit
with their cookies on Sunday afternoon and hope and pray that their
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family has time to look in for half an hour. It’s a strange way to allow
your fathers and mothers to live in their old age, I think.
Have you noticed that I write all the time about what the men
do? That is, of course, by choice. Our culture is very sharply divided
between men and women. The women, for example, don’t eat together
with the men. They serve the food and afterwards eat in the kitchen.
It’s due to the fact that it is not proper for a Kurdish woman to let a
man see her eat. Eating is a very private matter.
I know well that to your eyes it is an unusual way to live and
that many Danes think we immigrant women are terribly oppressed.
I guess we are in some ways, even though I am far from observing
all the traditional regulations. But this is how my people have been
used to living for hundreds of years. One doesn’t just throw so many
years of cultural practice overboard because one is living for a while
in another country, just the opposite. I know that many immigrants in
Denmark are surprised about the free ways Danish families function.
In the end, I don’t think it is a question of right or wrong – to
behave “right” or “wrong.” It is rather a matter of acknowledging that
we are diﬀerent people who have diﬀerent ways of living.
Anyway, I was talking about our customs. Down here, we sit
cross legged on the floor to eat. Before the meal, we wash our hands
and arms thoroughly. We don’t use knives, forks, and plates as we
do in Denmark. Food is served on a tray and we all eat by using our
fingers and bread to dip. Last night we had chicken in eggplant sauce,
rice, bread, and salad that my aunt and I prepared on the floor in the
kitchen on a little gas jet. After the meal we wash ourselves again and
drink either a glass of water or a mixture of cold yogurt, water and
salt. Adults seldom drink wine and beer and those kinds of drinks,
because by according to the Koran, Mohammad’s holy book, it is
forbidden to drink alcohol.
Does this sound complicated? Perhaps when one is not used to it.
But when one has received all these regulations through your mother’s
milk, as I have, one naturally doesn’t go around and think about it
every day. For us it is as natural as someone in Denmark getting up to
allow an elderly person to take a seat on a bus (which does happen—
every once in a while), planting a pine tree in the middle of the living
room with a star at the top every year in December, or pouring water
on children when they are baptized….
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Enough of that. I also want to tell you how it went when I met my
two girlfriends, Fatma and Melek.
They are just like you and me, only 15 years old, but they are
already engaged and will surely marry next year. In Kurdistan it is very
common that both girls and boys marry very early (my mother was
15 and my father 18) and they don’t decide for themselves whom they
shall marry. Almost all marriages are arranged by the young people’s
parents, and often the girl and boy who will marry have never seen
one another before the wedding. I know that sounds unbelievable, but
that is the way it is. If the parents agree that their son and daughter
will do well together, then they become engaged.
It is customary to ask the young people if they have anything
against the chosen marriage partner. If they do, the parents will often
find another man or woman for them. No one is usually interested in
giving their children away against their will. It is important for the
parents that the marriage works, for it is the children who will one
day support them.
Normally, young people rely on their parents’ knowledge as to
what is right for them. Young people in Kurdistan are very interested
in getting married. To begin with, it is totally unthinkable that girls
and boys would have sex with each other until after they are married.
In a Muslim-Danish family, one insists absolutely that the bride is
a virgin. It is said that the greatest honor a Kurdish man has is his
daughter’s virginity. She must not have been in bed with anyone and
it is a custom and practice that an older woman, after the bridal night,
fetches the sheets from the bridal bed and takes them to the girl’s
parents. If the parents can see from the spots of blood proving that
their daughter was a virgin, the family honor is preserved. If, on the
other hand, the girl is not a virgin, it is a great shame and disgrace for
her family.
Another reason why young people look forward to getting
married is that with us is that people are considered really special
when they have their own families. A Kurdish girl who is over twenty
and not married is looked down upon as an old maid unless she has
gone to school to study. Then she has permission to be a little late in
marrying. When a Kurdish man marries he has to pay a sum of money
to the bride’s father. He has to do that because it is an economic loss
for a father to lose his daughter from the household.
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In Kurdistan it is the girls who move to the husband’s family
when they get married. The men, on the other hand, continue to live
with their parents as long as possible, even after they have established
their own families.
The price of the bride, which is also called “mother milk,” can be
quite varied. But the price is “smoke in the air,” since many Kurds
have started to earn money in Denmark. It is not uncommon for the
bridegroom to pay ten to fifteen thousand Danish kroner for his wife.
The bride has permission to use that money for clothing, jewelry,
and bridal accessories. As in other countries, the wedding is a very
important event and is celebrated with a big festival where families
together with townspeople eat, drink, and dance—often for up to
three days.
Some people get divorced, but not very often. But it can be a
problem if the wife does not give birth to a son. It is first and foremost
the son who should support his parents’ old age. If a woman gives
birth to a female and not a male, her husband could marry another
wife. According to our religion, a man has the right to have up to four
wives…. But most, by far, have “only” one. A man has to pay a bridal
price each time he marries and there are not too many who can aﬀord
that.
Both Fatma and Melek are wildly excited about their marriages.
But at the same time they are unbelievably curious about hearing how
young people their age live in Denmark. They ask continuously how
we live and I tell all that I can, about school and how young Danes mix
with one another and what one can and cannot do and not least about
our clothes. They think it is fantastic that I wear pants in Denmark and
that jeans are so cheap.
You have to remember that Fatma and Melek, even though it
is warm, always wear dresses, scarves, and socks and could never
dream of wearing anything else, because that is our tradition. Even
though I have done my best to explain to Melek and Fatma about how
it is in Denmark and how my life is up there, I still don’t think they
understand me. For them it is nearly unreal to hear about a country
and a life that is so diﬀerent from their own.
Even when we speak pleasantly together, I feel there is a distance
between us that is impossible to overcome. We no longer think in the
same way. We no longer have the same hopes for our lives—and in
one way or another we are foreign to each other. Or rather, it is me
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who is foreign. I know now that I no longer belong here in the town,
just as I don’t belong one hundred percent to Denmark either. I feel
caught in-between, as if I have been split in the middle with an axe
and have become two people, so that it doesn’t make any diﬀerence
whether I am here or in Denmark, I’m only half-alive because I don’t
really belong in either place.
I know this sounds solemn. But I feel divided. Split between two
countries and two cultures….
Loving greetings,
Meryem
XII. Hi Hanne, 14 July 1986
Dear Hanne:
This is probably the last letter I will write to you. In a couple of
days, we will turn the “Rye Bread” toward the north and Denmark
again.
Just as I was so happy to come down here, I am just as happy now
to return to Denmark. As nice as it is to be here, it is also a little tiring
after a while. For example, I can’t go any place alone. It is unthinkable
that a young unmarried girl would walk around town alone. So I have
to have my father or any one of my brothers go with me if I just want
to go visit a girlfriend or someone in the family.
Honestly, it seems foolish to me, but that is the way the rules are
and I have to follow them. Otherwise there would be problems. It
doesn’t take much for the talking to start, especially not when you
come from Europe. Then the smallest mistake or deviation from
the normal pattern is measured and weighed and talked about so
exhaustively that you wouldn’t believe it....
I also realize that I am no longer used to living in a place where
one gets water at the well and where there is neither electricity nor
a real toilet. One is quickly spoiled, I must admit. Besides I had a
funny experience yesterday as I watched some children playing. One
of the small boys had on a red and white t-shirt, and I asked him in
Kurdish where he had gotten it. “Denmark, of course,” he answered
in respectable Copenhagen Danish. “I’m from Ballerup.” That shows
a little of how many “Danes” there are from Bulduk.
There’s something else I need to tell you: in the past few days, my
parents have had visitors with more than a few oﬀers for marriage—for
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me! Yes, proposals come here, of course, not from the men themselves.
It is their parents who turn up to hear about the possibility of a match.
To be completely honest, it feels quite strange to sit here and know
that my parents are sitting in the living room next door, discussing my
future with a married couple that I don’t know, just as I, of course,
don’t know their son—the man I will possibly marry.... Fortunately, I
know that my parents would never oﬀer me a marriage without my
agreeing to the man. If I say no, there would not be a wedding. That
is nice to know. It is far from what all young Kurds experience, to be
so free.
Perhaps you would ask how I could marry a man (or perhaps I
should rather say a boy) whom I don’t know at all and whom I don’t
even like? Well, I can because that has been the custom of my people
for marriage for hundreds of years and because I rely on my parents
to find an appealing partner for me. My big brother, Cemal, who is
twenty years old, is already engaged, and he doesn’t know the girl he
will marry.
There is no doubt that I will also be engaged in the course of the
next few years. But I don’t think (fortunately) it will be on this trip. I
have nothing in the least against waiting. But I will barely be older
than seventeen before it happens.
Besides, I am sure that many of the parents who come here to
propose for their sons wouldn’t be interested in me, if they had other
options, except for the fact that we now live in Europe. It’s a question
of status. It’s prestigious to have a daughter-in-law and wife who
comes from Denmark, which we are realizing from the influx of oﬀers.
I don’t envy my parents, who must sit and negotiate with the
married couples who come here with proposals. My mother and
father can’t just sit there and say: “No, honestly, we are not interested
in your family….” Instead, they say, “We intend that Meryem will
study and therefore not get engaged for the time being.”
For my part, I plan on waiting awhile before I start in on the whole
engagement process—or whatever it is called. Even though I have
reached 15 years of age, I don’t feel mature enough yet.
But now I will close. I look forward to seeing you when school
starts again.
Loving greetings,
Meryem
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XIII. School Camp
“This will be fun.…” “Have you heard that there is a boat along
with the cabin?” “Great, then we can fish and swim and do all kinds
of things.”
“Yes, and it’s only two kilometers to the nearest grocer. I sure hope
he has stocked a lot of beer. It would be a catastrophe to run dry in
such a place….” “Just listen to that idiot. Two sodas and he collapses.”
“When the cabin is so far out in the woods, you can count on mice
and other creatures….” Of course, they’ll be there. I’ve heard that the
mice in Norway are as large as Alsatian dogs and just as fierce.
It was Friday afternoon and the class was in an uproar. All
around, most of the ninth grade campers stood, hung out, sat, and
lay, and discussed the novelty of the events that were the basis for the
excitement: a school camping trip to Norway.
The plan was that we would go with two teachers to Norway for a
whole week, where we would live in a luxury cabin, work on a group
project, go exploring, go to plays, enjoy ourselves, and everything.
It sounded great. Even though we had just started school after
summer vacation, it was a good feeling to have something to look
forward to.
The class was about to bubble over with excitement and wild
plans. I was, of course, also happy, but still could not keep from
thinking: what now if my parents say no…?
True, I had gone along on school camps a few times before. But
that had been in the lower grades and now I was in the ninth grade...
but why shouldn’t it work out? It should be okay. Going to Norway
with my class—I’d simply die if I couldn’t go on the trip.
“What do you think, Meryem?” asked Hanne. “Isn’t it just super?
A whole week in the mountains! You‘ll come along, won’t you?”
“Of course,” I answered in a convincing voice. But inside I didn’t
feel completely convinced any more….
Over the next few days, I tried especially hard to help out at home
and, in general, create as positive an atmosphere as possible. Then
they’d be willing to talk about the school trip, I thought.
When a week had passed, I thought it was time to start the
“attack.” Signups up for the Norway trip were next Wednesday, so it
was now or never. And I would go along on the trip. I would….
My father was sitting in the living room, reading, when I started:
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“Dad, there is something I’d like to talk with you about.…”
He looked up—and suddenly I knew that this would be diﬃcult.
Very diﬃcult.... “ My class is going on a school camping trip, to
Norway. We leave the first week in October and two teachers will
go along, Dorrit and Finn—you know, we had him for math. We’ve
already started to arrange the whole thing and everyone is going. We’ll
have all of our classes up there and work on group projects and….”
I spoke like a machine gun. My father listened politely. But I
couldn’t keep from noticing that his eyes were strangely sad, as if he
had sad news to tell. When I was finished with my torrent of speech,
he took me by the hand:
“This is diﬃcult, Meryem. We both know this. But we will talk
about it, and we must also talk to Mother about it. But you know it is
diﬃcult, don’t you?”
I didn’t know what to answer. I just sat and stared out into space,
while the words kept buzzing around in my head: “This is diﬃcult,
Meryem. It is diﬃcult, Meryem. It is….” Why couldn’t he just give me
permission? Why couldn’t I just get permission to be like the others
—just once? What was it that was so diﬃcult? Devil take it, everyone
else would be on the trip. The whole class. Hanne and everyone!
“Why do I have to be the only one who....” “I’ll never forgive you,
if you say ‘no’ to this trip. I’ll never forgive you….” I hurled the words
right at his head. Then I realized that at the most two seconds would
pass before I started to howl and I rushed out of the room.
Later that evening, my father came into the bedroom that I shared
with my little sister. I sat on the bed and acted as if I was deeply
engrossed in a book.
My father sat down opposite me. It was completely quiet in the
apartment and for a long time no one said anything.
I cringed with embarrassment. I knew what was coming—but I
didn’t want to hear it.
Then my father started to speak: “Meryem, I’m very sorry. I know
how much it hurts you. But you have to believe me when I say that it
hurts me just as much....
We think so much of you and would like to give you permission
to go on the trip to the school camp. But we simply cannot. It would
be the same as turning our backs on our whole culture and that
way in which both you and we have been raised. You have to try to
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understand that it is impossible to throw our traditions and customs
overboard.
Perhaps it is diﬃcult for you to understand just today, when you
are disappointed and angry. But I think you will see later why we say
‘no’ to this school camping trip.”
When my father left a little later, I sat up in my windowsill and
stared out into the night. I was infuriated. Infuriated and sorry about
it. The whole thing was so unjust.
Outside, it was a clear summer evening and the sky with its many
stars reminded me of the time when I, as a child, lay on the roof of
our house in town and dreamed and looked up into the sea of stars
where small sparkling dots formed the most unbelievable figures in
my fantasy and where I wished for the most fantastic things each time
we looked at shooting stars in the sky.
A shooting star. That’s just what I needed right now. I wouldn’t for
a second wonder what I would wish for….
What kind of nonsense was I sitting and thinking about? I didn’t
want to think about Kurdistan or Kurds. Why couldn’t my father and
mother understand how diﬃcult it was to go to school each day and
be Danish and then a while later come home and have to be Kurdish?
Why couldn’t they understand how diﬃcult it was to always feel
like an outsider?
That evening I sat up late into the night and just stared at the sky.
But I didn’t see as much as a single shooting star.
The next two days, I stayed home from school, not because I was
sick, which I wasn’t. It was more because I was not interested in seeing
anyone, especially not anyone from my class. I could hardly stand to
think about how they sat in their classes and during free time and
talked about the camp, school, planning, and enjoying themselves.
I hated the stupid school camp. I hated the dumb traditions that
were impossible for me to join. And I hated always feeling like an
outsider, whether I was in Denmark or Kurdistan.
Why can’t I be allowed to be just like the others, I kept asking
myself, even though I knew the answer, inside.
The truth is that I am not just like everyone else. That was what
my father was trying to explain to me. He had tried to explain to me
what I already knew, but wouldn’t admit to myself: that a Kurdish girl
of my age would under no circumstances be given permission to take
a trip with a group of Danish young people, half of whom are boys
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and who completely naturally would go to dance clubs, drink beer,
fall in love, and go to bed together.
It wasn’t that my parents didn’t trust me, because I knew they did.
It was my reputation they were afraid for. They were afraid of the talk
among other Kurds, talk about how Meryem was no longer a “nice”
girl. That there was perhaps a stain on her reputation. It was that kind
of talk they wanted to avoid, which is why they said “no.” I tried for
days to understand and accept all of that. In school, I tried to explain
to the others why I wasn’t going along to Norway.
It wasn’t easy. Still, most of my classmates acted as if they
understood. Even though the others, in the weeks afterwards, often
spoke about the school camp and all that happened, I was strangely
enough not quite envious.
Perhaps because my father instead had promised to travel with
me for a week in London to show me the city. That was, of course, to
heal a wound. But I believe the most important reason was that I no
longer tried to know who I was.
I knew now that I would never like the others and it hurt just to
admit it.
Their lives would never be mine. That much was sure….
XIV. Outside
Final examinations. We sit in long straight rows, sweating. The
small tables are filled with apples, sodas, Yankee Bars, and creamy
caramels. It is incredible how hungry Danes can be after sitting quietly
for four hours.
It is completely quiet in the hall. The only sound that can be
heard comes from the desk where the examiner turns the page of his
newspaper now and again, while at the same time he glances quickly
over the bowed heads. Most students are concentrating on their work.
A few turn pages, second-guessing their answers, and bite their pencils
to unclench their jaw muscles. Others sit with their heads in their
hands and stare anxiously out of the window. Outside, it is autumn,
with sudden gusts of wind and yellow leaves that whirl around on
the asphalt. When one looks around in here, one can clearly see who
has a handle on things and who is really on thin ice. Take Hanne, for
example, sitting quietly bent over the yellow sheet of paper, working
without doubt and concentrating on getting top grades. A pencil
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eraser, pen, ruler, and two mandarin oranges are arranged in front of
her, marching as if they were little soldiers waiting for orders.
Over by Kim, it’s a diﬀerent story. His table looks like someone
has dropped a hand grenade amidst empty soda bottles, crumpled up
chocolate wrappers, apple cores, an overturned pencil case, scattered
pencils, and paper. The whole thing is a disaster area, with Kim in the
middle, sprawled across the table and swinging a pen unconcernedly
from the corner of his mouth.
There are diﬀerences between people—and you obviously don’t
have to be from opposite ends of the globe to see things diﬀerently….
I’m just about done with my Danish essay, even though I almost
couldn’t keep from laughing when the essay topics were distributed.
The first one is “About being diﬀerent.” There is a picture of an
immigrant family standing at the train station with a pile of bags and
suitcases accompanying a long text by a serious-looking man with
full beard and glasses about how diﬃcult it is for immigrants and
refugees in Denmark and why they are so diﬀerent. For a moment, I
am tempted by the subject. I have a little background knowledge to
draw from.
But then I think: “No, you don’t want to.” It could so easily be an
immigrant girl who “wrote the essay about herself”– and I have no
interest in being labeled an “Immigrant Girl” with a large “I” when
the examiner corrects my work with a red pen, so I drop the subject.
This is an essay for Danish class and I want to choose a Danish
subject. So I select the topic featuring a Coca Cola ad with a lot of
happy young people in a big sports car and write about advertising
and how it influences us. I have a few ideas about that, so I write until
my hand cramps. I manage to get the last period down exactly before
the teacher blows the whistle.
A week later we get our grades. When I see the number ten on top
of the essay, I have a hard time hiding how both happy and proud I
am. A “10” on a Danish essay—that was not something I was used to.
“Meryem, what did you get?” It is Åse asking. She sits with Birgit
and stretches her neck to see the grade on my essay.
“I got a 10. What about you…?”
Birgit and Åse look at each other. I can tell they are having a hard
time taking this in.
“Did you get a 10? How in the world could that be? On a Danish
essay…?”
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“We both got sixes,” says Åse. “That was an impossible subject.
Advertising, immigrants, and then that strange poem. Who the devil
could write about that? That was ridiculous.”
“And you got a 10.” That is Birgit again and she is having a diﬃcult
time hiding the envy in her voice.
“Tell me, are you related to the examiner or something like that?
Isn’t there something about you having an enormously large family
there where you’re from? Maybe it was your uncle who graded the
essay.…” They double over with laughter. I turn and try to act as if I
think they said something very amusing. But to my great irritation, I
realize that I am blushing all the way down my neck.
I don’t know what’s wrong. But since the week in Norway, it’s as
if everything has gone awry between me and the others in the class.
Perhaps it is because I never go along with anything they are doing. At
any rate, something has changed. I realize that several people in the
class have a hard time accepting that I get good grades. It is especially
the worst students in the class who are after me. Such as now, Åse
and Birgit. They think mostly about parties, makeup, and boys, and
therefore, it is perhaps not so unusual that they are at the bottom of
the class.
I am at the opposite end, and sometimes I sense quite clearly that
the others don’t like me, based on my grades. It is as if their attitude
is: “You are a foreigner. You can’t come here and be better than we
are….” Maybe it is because janteloven is three times more important
when one is foreign and not “really” Danish. I don’t know.
But they should know that it isn’t by chance that I get good grades.
I slave for them. I slave because I know that I have to be extra capable
if I have any hope of getting into high school and getting an education.
It is rare for a Kurdish girl to get an education, even if she lives in
Denmark. Normally, Kurdish girls marry at seventeen and after that it
is their job to take care of their husband, children, and the home.
I am not interested in that life. Not since I have been living in
Denmark for eight years and seen how many possibilities a girl
has here, compared with where I came from. I dream of getting an
education with the chance to use it after I have married.
Still, I don’t know what I want to be. Something to do with
language, I think, or journalism perhaps. But to get permission to
study further, I have to be capable so that neither my parents, nor the
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one I would marry, can say no. That is why I can’t aﬀord to sleep my
school time away....
Birgit and Åse are still sitting there, giggling, when the bell rings.
As near as I could hear, they were in full swing, planning an evening
at the discotheque down at the youth club. I couldn’t keep from
listening to what they said. They were going to meet Lars at seven
o’clock, drink a few beers, and then all go out to the disco afterwards.
They screeched and started to wriggle around as if there was music
playing.
I suddenly felt very grown up next to these two. Grown up and a
little envious....
XV. Girl in Two Countries
One night I had a strange dream. I dreamed I was at a party with
a lot of people. It was a huge party, and among the many guests was
my family, several students from my class, my teachers, Mrs. Larsen
from the bakery, my friends Melek and Fatma from the country, my
grandparents, and many others I knew.
They were all enjoying themselves, eating, talking, dancing.
Suddenly, in the middle of a swarm of people, my eyes focused on a
girl who looked exactly like me: the same features, the same hair, eyes,
and clothes—we resembled each other as much as two drops of water.
I pointed at the girl and shouted: “Look at her—that must be my
double.” But neither my family nor my friends could see her. “Which
girl? We can’t see any girl,” they said, in spite of her standing right in
front of my eyes. Then I saw the girl starting to walk toward me.
When she stood in front of me, she smiled and said something in
a language I had never heard before. Even though I didn’t understand
the girl, I still wanted to answer her. But it didn’t matter how much I
tried, I couldn’t get a word out.
There we stood. I was mute, and she spoke a language I couldn’t
understand….
Then I woke up. Later that day, I told Hanne about my dream,
but even though we both racked our brains we couldn’t make heads
or tails of it.
Much later it dawned on me what the dream was all about. It was
about something I have known deep inside for a long time: that, in
reality, I am two girls—two persons, who are as diﬀerent as can be.
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One is the girl who bikes to school in Nike shoes and a sweatshirt,
speaks Copenhagen Danish, and listens to Duran Duran on a
Walkman.
The other is a girl wearing a scarf and long skirt, whose roots are
still deeply planted in a little primitive town on the Anatolian plateau.
It isn’t so strange that these two girls can’t speak to or understand
each other....
Today, I told Hanne I had solved the “dream puzzle.” I think she
understood, even though it must be strange for her to hear about.
In spite of the fact that Hanne and I are good friends, there are
many things we can’t talk about. The fact that our lives and our futures
are so diﬀerent is probably what separates us.
We take great pain to understand each other but it’s often hard.
When she, for example, falls in love with a boy and wants to talk
about it, then I sit there and have no idea what I should say. It is so
foreign to me, both to speak about and imagine.
I know that there is no point falling in love with a Danish boy. As
a Muslim, it is completely unthinkable that I would marry a Dane.
So I can just as well throw all thoughts of love out of my head. Kurds
do not accept mixed marriages and with us a Kurd marries a Kurd—
that’s that.
So far my parents have not married me oﬀ, but it won’t be long
before it happens. I hope the man I get will have an education and
live either in Denmark or in Konya. I’m sure I will never return to the
village to live there. I would even find it diﬃcult to live in Konya.
A girl does not have many rights in Turkey. When I get married,
I will have to accept that I must wait on my husband. Those are the
traditions and it is almost as heavy to move as mountains. But they
can move—and I would like to shake some of them, just a little....
And who knows: why shouldn’t my dream be fulfilled of marrying a
pleasant, wealthy man, who has a relaxed attitude towards Kurdish
traditions and allows me to get an education, hold a job, and raise
the two to three children I would have, while they help out at home,
regardless of whether they are girls or boys? I believe such a man
exists. He can be found—if my parents are willing to search half of
Kurdistan and Denmark in order to track him down....
Sometimes in the evenings we sit at home and talk about what it
would be like to move back, if my parents could buy the business they
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wanted. We could again be close to our family and surrounded once
more by a culture that is our own.
When, on such an evening, I sit and listen to my family’s dreams
and hear them tell about our country, then I am happy to return. Of
course I know that it wouldn’t be without challenges. But life is not
problem-free either, as we already know—split between two cultures,
two ways to live. It is not easy to be Kurdish when we are at home and
Danish when we are out -- even though one can become accustomed
to the strangest of circumstances.
Sometimes I can’t keep from thinking that it would be lovely if
one could borrow the best features from each other’s cultures and
mix them together. If only all people—Chinese, Swedish, Japanese,
Italians, Eskimos, Africans, Arabs, Asians, Americans, Brazilians,
Kurds, and Danes, and whatever they are all called—have so much
to learn from each other, if only they would allow themselves to. So
why not borrow each other’s good ideas? It doesn’t cost anything. I
refuse to believe that some people in the whole world are so formed
of concrete and so “right” that they can’t learn more.
I often feel sad when I think about some Danes, who obviously
don’t think they can learn anything from other cultures than their own
“Royal Danish.” For them, Preben Elkjær, Green Tuborg, and ground
beef with onions represent the only proper way to live, while all
“foreigners,” in their eyes, have not understood a piece of the whole.
Somewhere or other it still hurts to know that such people have no
use for my culture for anything other than for laughing at or looking
down on.
I don’t understand these Danes any more than I understand Kurds
who turn their backs on everything that is Danish and only want to
live in their own “right” way.
I have learned an enormous amount here in Denmark and I am not
ashamed of the “mixture” I am. I can hardly keep from laughing when
I say the word. But that is really what I am: a “mixture,” something
in the line of two large spoonfuls of Kurdishness combined with a
spoonful of Danishness and stirred for eight years.
I admit that it is a recipe that could make you crazy. But I also
believe it is a powerful mixture. Regardless, it is responsible for
making me the person I have become and will be the rest of my life:
Meryem, a girl in two worlds.
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Meryem in 2015.

XVI. Epilogue: Twenty-Eight Years Later
In 1987, as a fifteen-year-old Kurdish girl living in Denmark, I had
many conflicting thoughts and experiences, but I still feel now as I
did then about being a positive mixture of two cultures. Denmark is
my home! I have a good life. I have purposeful work. My husband,
Yavuz (45 years old), has a good job. We live in Allerød and have three
children: Mahsum, Aram, and Zilan. Mahsum is twenty-one years
old and attends technical school. Aram is fourteen and in the eighth
grade. Zilan is seven and in first grade.
Yavuz has a university degree from Turkey but since it is diﬃcult
to transfer diploma credentials, he is happy to run a successful
restaurant in Birkerød. I have a diploma from a business school. My
language skills are varied, with Danish as my strongest, followed by
Kurdish, English, and Turkish. I am a cancer survivor but have been
working for 18 years at ATP (part of the Danish pension system). My
parents also live in Allerød. They, along with the rest of the family,
care for my younger sister Nesli (38 years of age), who suﬀered a
severe head injury in a car accident four years ago. My two brothers
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Meryem and her family.

also live in Allerød. One works in a pizza restaurant and the other one
works for Novo Nordisk.
When I think about my experiences in Danish society as a teenager
and what my children experience today, I do not notice much change.
Denmark is still very nationalistic and apprehensive about changes
within Denmark and Danish culture. I interact with colleagues
by going to movies and restaurants. However, I am a very private
person and my largest social life is with my family and a few Danish
and Kurdish/Turkish friends. There is also a Kurdish community in
Hillerød and Farum, with shops and food, so we are not far from
people of our own origin.
Nevertheless, I feel as if I belong in Denmark and hope for a
healthy life for me and my children. I want to be available for my
children and a part of their growing up in Denmark.
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Four Poems from
The King’s Coin: Danish-American Poems
by Finn Bille
HĲAB IN SORØ
“You are sick,” she said,
the Danish doctor,
in perfect English.
“Ja, jeg er syg,” I said.
In the waiting room
talk hummed, muted,
pages fluttered, rustled.
When a patient left
all muttered “farvel”
looking up.
When a headscarf
entered, murmurs ceased
eyes averted, rustlings rose.
When the doctor’s door hissed
closed behind the scarf,
talk resumed as strident chatter.
Hĳab came out. All voices stilled.
Hĳab retreated, exited
with a click and a thud, the outer door
let in, cut oﬀ, the clanging of church bells.
“Farvel,” I said as I rose
“Farvel,” they muttered, looking up.
I left in search of a pill
against infection.
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GRANDDAD’S SONG BOOK
My grandfather’s hand
has worn down the gold
on his song book’s leather spine,
but the Danish sang and bog still glow.
My thumb finds the spot,
where his thumb has worn through
many layers of cardboard paper,
their edges sealed with sweat.
He carries this hoard of lyrics,
spine on palm, thumb on cover,
through his island village
to the meeting hall to sing.
In step with neighbors—
farmers, blacksmith, teacher—
they arrive under cloudy skies
bundled in grey and black.
Creased, coﬀee-stained
pages open to the text
of beloved songs whose melodies
they know and sing in brightest hues.
They sing of Dannebrog in red and white.
In green, they praise the island’s beech groves
then raise blue voices for the sea
embracing, cradling Denmark’s shores.
Now back in Tennessee,
I clutch his song book and recall, I feared
my granddad’s calloused hand, but I never
knew the man who sang these songs.
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EVERY TIME I SEE A KITE FLY
The war is over when I am four years old.
My dad brings out the kite that he has built
in secret, hoping, believing that it will soar
above the copper crosses of Copenhagen,
higher than the twisted spire of Our Savior’s Church,
launched on a shifting wind now blowing from the west,
freed at last from its covert attic workshop,
his pigeon released from its dovecote.
Cold wind stirs dormant grass on our commons.
My clog boots crush liberation fliers in the mud
as we try to launch the monster kite, father pulling,
mother holding, me clinging to her skirt.
She wrestles the buﬀeted kite, thrusts it heavenward.
I feel a lift in her dress. I hear the crash.
THE KING’S COIN
In memory of Christian X, King of Denmark 1912-1947
I know I promised to keep King Christian
safe in my pocket on his Danish coin,
but I lost it on the Greyhound bus
between Chicago and L.A.
I have gone back to Copenhagen
between castle and canal
where I, then five years old, had held
the flag and mother’s hand
as his empty-saddled horse
rang steel on granite cobblestone.
The coin shop clerk ransacked his drawers
until he found King Christian’s krone,
apologized for smoothed-out edges,
the king defaced and pocket-worn.
He did not understand when I said,
perfect!
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Book Reviews
James D. Iversen. The Nielsen Letters: Doorway to the Past. Hampton,
Iowa: The Franklin County Historical Society, 2014. vi + 186 pp.,
photographs, maps, appendices.
Reviewed by Jennifer Eastman Attebery
Immigrant letters are rich sources of information for historians of
the migration to America from Scandinavia and are also significant
as texts representing immigrant creativity and expressiveness. In
this beautifully illustrated and designed volume we learn about the
Danish immigrants who settled and lived at the Harriman-Nielsen
Historic Farm in Hampton, Iowa, via the collection of 2,500 letters
discovered at the farm after its donation to the Franklin County
Historical Society. Most of these letters were written in Danish by six
generations of the extended families of Christian and Anna Nielsen.
The Nielsen family were Danish immigrants who came to the United
States in 1905, establishing their first farm in the Hampton region in
1914, and eventually acquiring the Harriman property in 1920. With
many in the family prolific letter-writers and nearly all great savers
even as they moved from farm to farm, the Nielsen family left a mass
of materials, including in addition to letters, photographs, account
books, telegrams, postcards and greeting cards, recital programs, and
sheet music.
These documents are arranged chronologically throughout the
book as Iversen tells the story of the Nielsens’ youth in Denmark,
their travel to America, development of their farm, trajectory of the
next generations, recognition of their farm as a historic landmark, and
continued family contacts and travels across the Atlantic. The many
reproductions of letters and other documents immerse readers in the
same kind of exciting experience one has in doing archival research,
albeit in a very neatly arranged archives. The story of the Nielsens’
1920 visit to Denmark, for example, which considerably reinforced the
Danish-language skills of their children, is augmented with numerous
images: the newspaper notation of their planned trip, a nephew’s
request that the Nielsens bring him a Harley-Davidson motorcycle,
the family’s U.S. passport, pages from a travel journal, a photograph
taken during their stay, and the Cunard Line’s billing for passage.
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Iversen makes these materials accessible to non-Danish readers
through translation of well-selected examples, many reflecting the
family’s continuing interest in Danish traditions and institutions. A
Christmas letter says, “The Danish Jule Nisser are marching,” labelling
a colored drawing in which three elves carry the Danish flag, a
Christmas tree, and a musical instrument. A long letter from daughter
Petrea, while attending Danebod College in Tyler, Minnesota, notes,
“I have just been reading an article on The Danish Folk High School
and found it resembled Danebod.” Petrea continues with an extended
comparison. An elaborate drawing in a 1930 letter details how to tat. A
1934 letter written by Petrea’s sister Nielsine comments, “Petrea and I
began practice at singing Danish Christmas carols several weeks ago,
members of the church choir in our local Danish Church [St. John’s
Lutheran in Hampton].”
This volume is a valuable addition to the literature of Scandinavian
America on several levels. The focus on a single very prolific family
provides us with an especially rich set of documents translated for
English readers. The sampling will inspire scholars and history buﬀs
who want to know more to visit the full collection at the Franklin
County Historical Society, where many of the letters not represented
here are also translated into English. The collection’s extension over
time and several generations makes it especially valuable. The focus
of immigration research has tended to be on the turn of the century
period, and this collection brings us into the beginning of the twentyfirst century with documents related to Danish family visits to Nielsine
and her eﬀorts to obtain National Register of Historic Places listing
for the farm. Throughout the twentieth-century materials, we can see
the importance of continuities in contact with Denmark. We gain a
sense of the Danish occupation by Germany through letters received
immediately after World War II. “[T]hey marched singing through the
town, but we turned our backs to them, we gave absolutely no homage
to the Germans, but we had to live among them,” a relative wrote in
1946. With the Nielsen sisters we also experience the excitement of
being able to fly to Denmark in 1948, where they attended numerous
concerts at Tivoli as well as visiting with relatives. The sisters were
devoted musicians throughout their lives, and the many documents
of their participation in concerts and music clubs gives us a sense of
the importance of music in many twentieth-century Scandinavian
American households.
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Iversen’s book will appeal to general readers and historians,
especially those with ties to or an interest in Scandinavia and its
immigrants to America. The book’s attractive design makes it
appropriate as a gift book, but it also serves as a quick guide to the
full collection available at Franklin County Historical Society.

Orm Øverland, ed. and trans. From America to Norway: NorwegianAmerican Immigrant Letters 1838–1914. Vol. 1: 1838–1870. Northfield,
MN: Norwegian-American Historical Association, 2012. 472 pp.,
foreword, preface, references.
Reviewed by Anna Rue
Orm Øverland’s translated volume of Norwegian immigrant
letters sent from America back to Norway is a welcome addition to the
body of Scandinavian immigrant writing available in English. This
is the first in a series of volumes to be published by the NorwegianAmerican Historical Association (NAHA) Press, including an index,
which is not included in this volume, though NAHA has made a
provisional index available online (http://www.naha.stolaf.edu/
pubs/current/Index%20America%20to%20Norway%20Vol%201.pdf).
Broadly representative of immigrant correspondence, Øverland’s
book includes letters written by both men and women, as well as from
settlers hailing from regions other than the Upper Midwest, including
New York, Kansas, Illinois, Missouri, Nevada, and Texas. The volume
also oﬀers a depth of experience through several series of letters in
an eﬀort to capture “the life of the past,” in the words of Todd Nichol
(Foreword, 15), building relationships to particular family stories and
experiences over time. The result is that one can begin to sense a feeling
of collective experience surrounding nineteenth-century immigration
while also enjoying the intimacy of following several personal stories
told over the course of many years.
Readers who may be unfamiliar with interpreting letters as
historical or literary documents are served well by the detailed
introduction, which oﬀers a useful guide for how one might read
deeply into the representative collection. In it, Øverland models
an interpretive approach to reading immigrant letters, considering
factors such as the education of the author, the expressive nature of
the text, the potential physical conditions under which it was written,
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and more. The introduction also raises several issues to consider when
reading mindfully, such as whether the letters were intended to be
public texts (sometimes circulated widely throughout neighborhoods
or even published in local newspapers) or private letters, but also
how one can endeavor to interpret the letters ethically and without
judgment. Øverland promotes thoughtful and respectful reading
while also arguing that some amount of creative interpretation
is necessary in order to bring the letters to life and evoke the same
thoughts and feelings the authors intended to communicate.
In addition to providing general historical information in the
introduction, Øverland includes specific notes after each letter, which
readers will find helpful in understanding these immigrant letters
more fully. The notes contextualize authors’ references to relevant
persons, family history, literature, locations, events, migration
information, et cetera. They provide readers with a continued
demonstration of how to begin interpreting immigrant letters, noting
not only historical facts, but also contextualizing customs, attitudes,
perspectives, and cultural factors. The painstaking amount of detail
provided in many of the notes is useful for understanding familial ties
referenced in the letters, but also for appreciating the complexities of
life captured inside them, such as the intermingling of the Norwegian
and English languages, naming traditions, the significance of various
holidays, and the impact and experience of the Civil War. Øverland’s
notes nudge readers in the direction of making their own informed
interpretations of the letters.
One of the advantages of reading a collection of letters such as
this is being able to sense the traditional nature of shared immigrant
correspondence borne out in the letters themselves. For example,
authors of many early letters state that they would not wish to
sway their friends and family members back in Norway one way or
another in terms of their decision to emigrate. For whatever reason
many authors were careful in the information they provided to
their loved ones back home, perhaps not wishing to take blame for
a painful decision to leave Norway or to be seen as a propagandist.
The letters are, however, full of advice on what items to pack, how
much money to bring, what routes to take to get where, et cetera—
important information to impart to potential emigrants. Many authors
also included unvarnished accounts of illness in certain settlement
areas, quality of the land for farming, and working conditions for
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young unmarried women, presumably to help their readers weigh
the decision to emigrate from all possible perspectives within the
physical space allotted in a single letter. A tall order, and one which
is borne out in both individual and recognizable ways in this volume.
Folklorists and historians alike will find much to consider in terms
of the traditional and collective nature of expression present in these
letters.
Øverland makes brief mention of photographs included in some
letters, the majority of which had long since been separated from
the accompanying letters when the Norwegian–American Historical
Association of America began actively collecting them in the mid1920s. Understandably, there are diﬃculties involved in the collection
and inclusion of visual items like this. In the event, however, that an
image or a drawing might have been preserved along with a letter it
would have been a valuable inclusion, furthering the connections the
reader is able to make to the authors, friends, and family members
represented in these letters. This would have been stretching the
scope of the work, however, whose precedent had already been set
by the publication of a seven-volume Norwegian language series, Fra
Amerika til Norge (1992–2011).
Historians, Scandinavianists, folklorists, American Studies
enthusiasts, and general readers alike will all find value to this
collection of immigrant letters to Norway. The communications
themselves are rich, filled with advice for potential emigrants,
accounts of experiences in their new home, quality of life, work,
religious life, births and deaths, finances, politics, economics, and a
myriad of other topics one expects from a large collection of personal
correspondences. By translating these immigrant letters, Øverland
in essence returns them to the Norwegian-American community,
allowing subsequent generations to interpret their own origin story
from the words of their forebears.
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Petie Kladstrup. In the Presence of Forever: The Story of the White Dove.
fullyklad, 2014. 59 pp.
Reviewed by Inger Olsen
This slender volume tells a traditional story about emigration
from Denmark to the United States in the nineteenth century, but not
in quite the way to which readers may be accustomed. Instead of a
straightforward historical narrative, Petie Kladstrup transforms her
ancestors’ experiences into a charming, fairy tale-like story about a
portent-–a white dove-–which sustains a father in times of grief and
ties the family history back in Denmark to the life they create for
themselves in the U.S.
The book is divided into three parts: the first deals with Peder
Nielsen’s (1833-1916) life in Denmark before his decision to emigrate
in 1867. The second part follows him to Illinois in 1870, while the
third focuses on the family’s move to Iowa in 1871. The first part of the
story not only lays out the Nielsens’ reasons for emigrating, but also
introduces the motif of the white dove, which reappears throughout
the rest of the book, in times of trial, loss, and sorrow.
Peder Nielsen (1833-1916) emigrated to the U.S. in 1867. He had
grown up on a sizeable farm in the neighborhood of the town of Nibe,
west of Aalborg in northern Jutland, Denmark. He was not the oldest
son, hence not heir to the ancestral farm. As this fact would have led to
a life of servitude he decided to follow the allure of the promise of land
in the U.S., where, if a person filled out and signed a letter of intent to
become an American citizen, one was given 160 acres to homestead
(after the Homestead Act of 1862, at least). Peder had furthermore
fallen in love with “the most beautiful girl in the village” who had
“accepted his proposal and … promised to wait for him in Denmark”
while he made a fortune and a home for them in America (5).
After the American Civil War, travel had become easy due to the
introduction of steamships. The trip lasted ten days—as opposed
to two months in the time of the old sailing ships—but it was still
expensive, that is, “a farmhand would have to save his wages for a
year to aﬀord the ticket” (5).
Denmark had just been at war with the German Federation in
1864 and had experienced great losses in population and land. Added
to that, changes in farming methods and being the second, third, or
fourth sons, hence America and the allure of much and free land
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persuaded many to make the trip. The news of free land was spread
by advertising oﬃces in Denmark run by, for example, the American
railroads.
Before taking oﬀ Peder had tried army life but soon gave that up
and heeded the call from his best friend Niels who asked him to come
to the U.S. to join him and his wife. The independence and equality
promised were strong incentives. The Indians’ harassment was no
deterrent.
The trip across the Atlantic could be harsh but one could learn
some English on board the ship. However, a traveler should be wary
of strangers, betting, and lack of knowledge of the American coinage.
And one should not remain in New York. Peder had no problem with
not staying in New York. He knew he was a country boy not a city boy.
Once in the U.S., Peder was eager to learn new farming methods
and the use of the machinery such as the McCormick reaping machine-eﬀective but dangerous. After two and a half years he had money and
two return steamship tickets hence he came home for Christmas and
his fiancé. She had, however, married someone else.
Upon hearing this Peder decided to stay at home for the duration
of his stay in Denmark. No amount of coaching could get him to go
visiting. Until shortly before his day of departure he agreed to come
along for a family christening. At this event he met his future wife,
the eighteen-year-old Mette Marie Sorensen. In the U.S. Peder had
bragged about his first fiancé. There were few women out west and
even fewer Danish women. Seeing Mette Marie, who had dreamt of
going to the U.S., Peder “began to dream again.” She had spirit and
they left for America a few days later (13). Peder was eighteen years
her senior.
When they arrived at Chabanese, Illinois in 1870 they found
empty land, with no one to tell them what to do and how to farm nor
anyone “to help them through any problems or comfort them when
things were diﬃcult” (15). Peder had worked in the area before; the
first harvest was good and in 1871 their first baby was on its way. Soon
they had two boys and one girl.
They had created a new family in place of the one they had left in
Denmark. They also went through a transition which became almost
a tradition among immigrants. Their language changed and their last
name changed from Nielsen to Klaestrup to Kladstrup in order that
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they might be properly identified as there were many Mette Maries
and Peder Nielsens.
All went well until the day when their young daughter Meta came
down with brain fever (16) and died from it. This was a hard blow to
the family. However, the family increased (18) and another little girl
was born after two more boys had arrived. As the family thus had
increased, the Kladstrups began thinking about a bigger farm. They
decided to leave Illinois and move to Iowa where they had friends.
The railroads made a visit of inspection possible. Spurred by booklets
extolling the possibilities to be found in northern Iowa, Peder went on
a tour of inspection. The town he looked at was called Newell. It was
originally settled in a swampy area but by the time Peder arrived the
swamp had been drained. Newell had a newspaper and a school plus
a Danish Lutheran church and there was segregation which meant
people from diﬀerent ethnic groups did not intermarry!
While in Newell, Peder heard that one of Niels’ neighbors was
selling 160 acres which Peder bought. Having registered the purchase
with the authorities, Peder went back to Illinois to pack up his family.
When they arrived in Iowa they found a squatter had settled on their
land. As a consequence, Peder, Mette Marie and the children had to
start their new life in a sod hut borrowed from Niels.
This hut became known as the cave among the members of the
Kladstrup family. Eventually the squatter left and the Kladstrups
could settle on their land. They had found what they had looked for
when they had left Denmark.
Many years later, Grandpa Kladstrup was turning ninety and
Grandma wanted to celebrate the event in grand style (35-6). The
family was coming from all over the country except for young Don
who was oﬀ reporting in the Middle East. Peder, the oldest, and Carol,
the youngest, were violin players, and Grandpa took out his violin–“for later.” The whole family partook in jigsaw puzzles. In the midst
of the happy commotion Grandpa moved to “the front window and
sat in total stillness looking out” (36). It was his habit to cat nap, play
horse shoes, do woodworking; walk downtown to get the mail and
have coﬀee with friends (39). He followed the baseball games; kept up
with the lives of his family (40). His hearing and his eyes were getting
weak and eventually he gave up driving on his own accord.
Grandma was busy in the kitchen with other women. The
question: Had there “been any news of brother Chris?” None, “but
105

Arlo has gone to the hospital to see him” (41). When Arlo returned
to tell Grandpa, Chris had died. Grandpa already knew because the
white dove had come and was still there. This was the second sighting
of the white dove (42).
Grandpa reminisced about his youth and childhood in Denmark.
His parents were always busy doing chores. They only stopped in 1887
when diphtheria struck. The word spread while they were in church.
All the usual socializing after church was cancelled. The disease
was called “the strangling angel of children” (43). When diphtheria
hit in Newell and also in Minnesota, people panicked and grasped
at anything and all patent medicine such as burning “a mixture of
turpentine and tar by the patient’s bed.” Only tracheotomy was a
successful cure but “few doctors could or would perform surgery”
(43-4).
The Kladstrups lost their share of relatives, who all had to be buried
posthaste and without ceremony (45). In spite of all precautions, their
eldest child, Nels, was stricken and died at the age of fifteen. Peder
threw himself on the ground and remained there, crying while Mette
Marie had to dispose of Nels’ belongings right away. His books were
buried in the woods. She could not make herself burn them with the
rest of what he had owned. Meanwhile Peder remained prostrate,
crying till the white dove showed itself for the first time. It settled
on his arm and remained there for an hour while Peder petted it.
Eventually he rose sitting up against a tree with the dove on his arm.
When he made for the house the dove departed.
Peder apologized to the children for his behavior and he made
them promise never to kill a white dove (49). A year later a little boy
was born. Nels was to be his name. The white dove appeared again
when Uncle Chris died and the birthday party was cancelled. This
time the white dove “settled in a tree by the front door.” The white
dove did not appear when Grandma died three years later. Grandpa
felt its presence instead.
When Grandpa died at age ninety-eight, no white dove appeared.
His joy and the comfort he had given to other people made its
appearance unnecessary. An attempt to record the story about the
white dove told by the grandfather himself was not too successful-–
perhaps the story was too precious to retell (56).
However, a song “The Message of the Dove” was composed and
a daughter incorporated the design of a dove into her quilts. A dove
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was carved for Grandpa’s church in Newell and a second one was
created for a church in West Des Moines, Iowa.
This lovely book tells a beautiful story, but the addition of a family
tree would make it easier to navigate among the generations. One
factual mistake pertains to the losses Denmark suﬀered as a result of
the war of 1864. Denmark lost two-fifths of its territory and one-third
of its population, not one-third of both as indicated on page six. (For
more detail on that situation, see Roar Skovmand, Folkestyrets fødsel,
1830-1870, vol. 11 of Danmarks Historie, ed. John Danstrup and Hal
Koch (København: Politikens Forlag, 1964).
Overall, the book is a delightful, thought-provoking, and highly
personal account of the challenges faced by immigrants in the U.S. in
the nineteenth century as well as the reasons behind their decisions
to undertake such a life-changing project. A strong point is the photo
on the cover of the book, which depicts the family in the U.S., which
is juxtaposed with the family photo on page fifty-four taken on the
occasion of the Kladstrups’ forty-fifth wedding anniversary. In both
cases an indication of the year would have been helpful. The photos
show how the family grew in size and how it prospered in the U.S.
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Danish American Heritage Society
MEMBERSHIP APPLICATION
Please enroll me as a member of the Danish American Heritage Society.
•
•
•
•
•

Student Membership
$ 15.00
General Membership (indv. or family)
$ 30.00
Institutional Membership (including libraries) $ 50.00
Patron Membership (indv. or family)
$ 100.00
I would like to support the DAHS
with an additional contribution of
$ ______
designated towards the Bodtker Fund
or the General Fund.

NAME ______________________________________________________
ADDRESS ___________________________________________________
CITY ________________________ STATE ________ ZIP __________
EMAIL: _____________________________________
Send Membership dues to the following address:
Danish American Heritage Society
c/o Grand View University
1200 Grandview Avenue
Des Moines, IA 50316-1599
www.danishheritage.org
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